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Abstract
THE CONTEMPLATIVE-PROPHETIC SPIRITUALITY OF THOMAS MERTON:
ITS RELEVANCE FOR THE CONSECRATED LIFE IN INDIA
Fabian Jose, UMI
Consecrated life in the Catholic Church is a vital and healing presence in Indian
society. Religious men and women make an integral contribution to the society through
their institutions in the fields of education, spirituality, medical care, social services, and
other charitable activities. In the present context of India, however, consecrated men and
women can experience challenges of relevance and identity in their vocations. These
concerns have their basis in the fundamental need for a renewal of religious life itself in
India, one which is imbued with a Christ-centered spirituality and reflects the prophetic
charism that marks apostolic religious life.
Indian religious life upholds three values: contemplation, prophecy, and
community. Given these values, I find a deep affinity between the ideals of Indian
consecrated life and Thomas Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality. This study
proposes therefore, that the spirituality of Thomas Merton can serve as a vital resource
for the relevance of the consecrated life in India.
Thomas Merton was a 20th century Christian spiritual leader in the United States,
a priest and a Cistercian monk who sought to find a balance between contemplation and
social action. He believed that contemplation and action had to go hand-in-hand, making
him a forerunner of the modern-day emphasis on the intersection of faith and social
justice. Though he often experienced deep insecurity, spiritual darkness, confusion, and
restlessness, his spirituality remained Christ-centered. While he lived his life in deep
interiority and contemplation, Merton went beyond the confines of his monastic life and
ii

engaged prophetically in the world through his involvement in interfaith dialogue and his
powerful writings, many of which denounced injustices such as violence and war,
economic disparity, the breakdown of community, the nuclear arms race, racism, and
ecological degradation.
Today, Indian consecrated men and women are called to deepen their spirituality
in order to fuel a renewal of the structures of the Indian Church, to confront the social
evils of our time, and to seek out new forms of interreligious dialogue in our pluralistic
and multi-religious context. Through my exploration of Thomas Merton’s writings, I
consider how his contemplative-prophetic spirituality can serve as a valuable resource for
a renewal of consecrated life in India, one that is immersed in the concrete realities of the
society, the Church, and the post-modern world. Though my study makes a contribution
to the existing field of contextual analysis of consecrated life and mission in India, it is
unique in that it brings Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality into dialogue with
the Indian context, proposing renewed forms of spirituality that are characterized by a
deep integration of contemplation and action, solitude and engagement with the world.
Regarding methodology, the study employs Sandra Schneiders’ hermeneutical
approach, which consists of three steps: description, critical analysis, and interpretation.
In the descriptive phase, I explore the life and spiritual journey of Thomas Merton.
Corresponding to the critical analysis phase, I consider the contemplative and prophetic
dimensions of Merton’s spirituality as well as salient points from sociological studies of
religious life in India. In the interpretative phase, I consider how the contemplativeprophetic spirituality of Thomas Merton may vitalize consecrated life in India today.
Prof. Bruce H. Lescher, Ph.D. Director
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Whatever I may have written, I think it all can be reduced in the end to this one
root truth: that God calls human persons to union with Himself and with one
another in Christ, in the Church which is His Mystical Body. It is also a witness to
the fact that there is and must be, in the church, a contemplative life which has no
other function than to realize these mysterious things, and return to God all the
thanks and praise that human hearts can give Him. It is certainly true that I have
written about more than just the contemplative life. I have articulately resisted
attempts to have myself classified as an ‘inspirational writer.’ But if I have written
about interracial justice, or thermonuclear weapons, it is because these issues are
terribly relevant to one great truth: that man is called to live as a child of God.
Man must respond to this call to live in peace with all his brothers and sisters in
the One Christ.
— Thomas Merton, Excerpt from Concerning the
Collection in the Bellarmine Library, November 10, 1963
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INTRODUCTION
Consecrated life in the Catholic Church is a vital and healing presence in Indian
society. Though Catholics overall constitute only 2.3 percent of the total population of
India, consecrated men and women make an integral contribution to Indian society
through their institutions in the fields of education, spirituality, medical care, social
services, and other charitable activities. In the present context of India, however,
consecrated men and women can experience challenges of relevance and identity in their
vocations.1 These issues have their basis in the fundamental need for a renewal of
religious life itself. Some of the challenges include the loss of a Christ-centered
spirituality and a dimming of the prophetic charism that marks apostolic religious life.
Indian religious life upholds three values: contemplation, prophecy, and
community.2 Given these values, I find a deep affinity between the ideals of Indian
consecrated life and Thomas Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality. Through my
exploration of Merton’s spirituality, I consider how his prophetic mysticism can serve as
a valuable resource for a renewal of consecrated life in India, one that is immersed in the
concrete realities of the society, the Church, and the postmodern world.

1

My experience in religious life as well as my work in the initial and ongoing formation of the sisters in
my congregation—the Ursulines of Mary Immaculate, engagement in the inter-congregational formators’
meetings, participation in the Conference of Religious in India (CRI), and my reading and reflection on
Indian consecrated life, enabled me to incorporate these realities into this study. For other references, see
Joseph Mathias, “The Challenges To Consecrated Life in India Today,” in his address to the religious of
North-East India, Diphu, at the Conclusion of the Year of Consecrated Life (January 23 2016): 1-5; Inigo
Joachim, “Spirituality for the Religious of Our Time,” Consecrated Life in the Third Millennium:
Challenges and Prospects, ed. Joe Eruppakkatt (Bandra, Mumbai: St Pauls, 2004), 9-18; Ivan Fernandes,
“Religious Life in Crisis, Say Superiors,” www.ucanews.com/news/religious-life-in-crisis-saysuperiors/63684 (accessed 02/02/2017); and Rekha M Chennattu, “To be Rooted and Relevant a Call for a
Paradigm Shift in the Life of Women Religious,” This paper was presented at AMOR XV, October 13-21,
2009 at Bann Phuwaan, Nakhon Pathom, Thailand, 1-13.
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Chennattu, email message to author, January 22, 2017.
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As an Ursuline Sister from India pursuing theological studies in the United States,
I am eager to imbibe the spiritual treasures of this country. This opportunity has been
made available to me through the study of the spirituality of Thomas Merton. My passion
for the prophetic dimensions of mysticism, and my experience in religious life and the
formation of young sisters, have motivated me to select this topic for research. In my own
experience, the consecrated men and women in India must deepen their contemplative
spirituality, which involves a fundamental intimacy with Christ and an apostolic zeal to
find relevance and identity in the consecrated life. As I pursue my studies on prophetic
mysticism for India-USA context, I am compelled by Merton’s contemplative-prophetic
spirituality.
Merton was a 20th century Christian spiritual leader, a priest and a monk who
sought to find a balance between contemplation and social action. He believed that
contemplation and action had to go hand-in-hand, making him a forerunner of the
modern-day emphasis on the intersection of faith and social justice. Though he
experienced deep insecurity, confusion, and restlessness throughout his life, his
spirituality remained Christ-centered. While he lived his life in deep interiority and
contemplation, Merton went beyond the confines of his monastic life and engaged
prophetically in the life of the people. He shared his God-experience with the broken
world through his involvement in interfaith dialogue and his powerful writings, many of
which denounced the injustices of violence and war, economic disparity, the breakdown
of community, the nuclear arms race, racism, and ecological degradation.
As a contemplative prophet, Merton entered into the heart of social issues and
read the signs of the times that remained obscure to most. He wrote, “You do not need to
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know precisely what is happening, or exactly where it is all going. What you need is to
recognize the possibilities and challenges offered by the present moment, and to embrace
them with courage, faith and hope.” 3 Today, consecrated men and women of India who
strive to discover the true relevance and purpose of our mission can draw inspiration from
Merton to respond to the signs of the times with passion for the Lord and compassion for
God’s people. Consecrated life will be most meaningful and fruitful when it is rooted in a
form of mysticism that arises from the concrete historical realities of its time. In Merton,
we have an example of a prophetic mysticism which I believe finds deep resonance in the
Indian context given that India is known to be a land of mystics, prophets, and
reformers.4
With regard to the historical realities of India, enormous wealth is concentrated in
the hands of a few while the majority of our people live in abysmal poverty. The rich are
becoming richer while the poor are being further impoverished. What is worse, the State
seems to be working more and more for the interests of the affluent. In addition, women
are subject to multiple forms of oppression and discrimination in the church and in the
Indian society. There is a multiplicity of religions, castes, languages, and ethnic
identities, and a predominance of religious fundamentalism.5 Consecrated people have a
mission to actualize the possibilities for interreligious dialogue and ecumenical meetings,
and to confront the social evils of economic disparity and gender injustice in order to
collaborate in the building of a more just and humane Indian society. I suggest that
3

4

Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander (Garden City, New York: Image Books, 1968), 208.
Chennattu, email message to author, January 22, 2017.
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Francis Serrao, “Integration of Mission and Pastoral Aspects in Ministry,” Reflection on the Celebration
of the VI Provincial Chapter of the Ursulines of Mary Immaculate for the Bangalore Province (Bangalore:
November 8, 2014), 5.
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Merton’s prophetic mysticism might offer relevance for the consecrated men and women
of India as they strive to follow Christ and to respond effectively to the signs of the times.
Scope and Nature
This study proposes that the contemplative-prophetic spirituality of Thomas
Merton can serve as a vital resource for the relevance of consecrated life in India today.
The study is located within the broader context of the academic discipline of Christian
spirituality, specifically the study of the prophetic dimensions of mysticism and
contemplation. In addition, it makes a contribution to the existing field of contextual
analysis of consecrated life and mission in India through its examination of the
contemporary challenges to consecrated life. It is unique, however, in that it brings
Merton’s contemplative prophetic spirituality into dialogue with the Indian context,
proposing renewed forms of spirituality that are characterized by a deep integration of
contemplation and action, solitude and engagement with the world.
I begin by defining some key terms and concepts used in the study such as
spirituality as an academic discipline, contemplation, Christian mysticism, prophecy,
and prophetic mysticism. Second, I will examine the life of Thomas Merton,
considering the social, historical, cultural, educational, and spiritual forces that
shaped him. Third, I will explore the contemplative dimensions of Merton’s
spirituality, considering his immersion into silence and solitude and his journey to
God through prayer and contemplation. Fourth, I will trace Merton’s gradual
awakening to the prophetic dimensions of the contemplative life, exploring his
response to the “signs of the times” through his writings on violence, poverty, the
nuclear arms race, and the Vietnam War. Fifth, I will note some highlights from
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sociological studies of religious life in India, exploring the challenges of identity,
relevance, and mission currently faced by consecrated men and women. And I will
consider the relevance of the contemplative and prophetic dimensions of Merton’s
spirituality to the context of Indian consecrated life. In my conclusions, I will point
to some concrete implications of my study for young consecrated men and women in
formation and ongoing formation and in particular for my own religious
congregation of the Ursulines of Mary Immaculate.
Thesis Statement
Thomas Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality provides relevance for the
consecrated life in India. Merton fosters a deep union with God in contemplation that is
inextricably bound to a prophetic mission, thus vitalizing the consecrated people in their
efforts to respond effectively to the signs of the times in both the Church and the
postmodern world.
Methodology
This is a study in the field of Christian spirituality; within that field, I am
employing the methodology of Sandra Schneiders, IHM. After an initial chapter defining
basic terminology, my study will utilize Schneiders’ hermeneutical approach, which
involves the interpretation of the “phenomena of the Christian spiritual life as
experience.”6 Her method consists of three steps: description, critical analysis, and
interpretation.

6

Sandra M. Schneiders, “A Hermeneutical Approach to the Study of Christian Spirituality,” Minding the
Spirit: The Study of Christian Spirituality, ed. Elizabeth A. Dreyer & Mark S. Burrows (Baltimore &
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 56-57.
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Description takes account of the experience itself, considering the historical facts,
the textual witness to the experience, the theological and ecclesiastical setting, the
psychological conflicts faced by the person, and the transformative dimensions of the
experience. Chapter Two corresponds to the descriptive phase of Schneiders’ model,
exploring the life and spiritual journey of Thomas Merton.
Critical analysis considers the social, economic, political, and religious influences
on the person’s experience. Chapters Three and Four of my study correspond to this
critical analysis phase, exploring the contemplative and prophetic dimensions of
Merton’s spirituality, respectively. Chapter Five, also part of the critical analysis phase,
consists of salient points from sociological studies of religious life in India. My sources
here include George Kaitholil, George M. Soares-Prabhu, Paul Parathazham, Kurien
Kunnumpuram, Inigo Joachim, Rekha M Chennattu, and Shalini Mulackal, among
others.7 These theologians will provide a background for a basic understanding of the
Indian cultural and religious context. At the same time, through their lived experience as
consecrated men and women, they will provide insights into the challenges of identity,
relevance, and mission within this context.
Constructive interpretation entails the transformative appropriation of the
phenomenon for the subject. In this it leads to “enlightenment of the current situation, a
contribution to the understanding of the spiritual life today.”8 Chapter five will explore
this phase of Schneiders’ method, considering how the prophetic spirituality of Thomas
Merton may vitalize the current context of consecrated life in India today. It proposes

7

Please see the bibliography of this study for references to these writers.
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Schneiders, “A Hermeneutical Approach to the Study of Christian Spirituality,” 56-57.
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Merton’s integrated spirituality for a contextualized following of Jesus in Indian
consecrated life. Building on the theologians previously mentioned, I will seek to forge
an integrated, liberative spirituality, one that can adequately respond to the signs of the
times in India. Merton, who also drew strength from the biblical prophets and Jesus, and
engaged in an incisive and thoroughgoing reading of the signs of the times, can serve as a
resource for a renewal of Indian consecrated life today.
Significance of the Dissertation
My study seeks to make a unique contribution to the academic discipline of
Christian Spirituality for the Indian context. It proposes that the contemplative-prophetic
spirituality of Thomas Merton can serve as resource for the relevance of the consecrated
life in India. As already noted, Merton, who was deeply grounded in a contemplative
spirituality, addressed the social injustices in U.S. society, the Church, and the world, and
engaged in fruitful dialogue with other religious traditions. Likewise, Indian consecrated
men and women are called to cultivate an integrated spirituality in order to fuel a renewal
of the structures of the Indian Church, to confront the social evils of our time, and to seek
out new forms of inter-religious dialogue in our deeply pluralistic and multi-religious
context.
To my knowledge, no one has yet placed Merton’s contemplative-prophetic
spirituality in dialogue with the Indian context.9 My work makes a unique contribution in
this regard, suggesting that Merton’s thought can challenge Indian consecrated men and
women to cultivate a spirituality characterized by a profound integration of

9

A search of theses and dissertations written on Merton indicates that very few scholars from India have
examined his work. See the Thomas Merton Center at Bellarmine University, “Theses and Dissertations
Specifically about Thomas Merton, accessed October 26, 2017, http://merton.org/Research/Theses/
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contemplation and action, solitude and engagement with the world, not seeking to escape
from its struggles and pain. At the same time, we must note that there are aspects of the
Indian context that would stretch Merton into new territory such as gender injustice,
deep-seated caste discrimination, and the difficulties of interreligious dialogue in the face
of radical Hindu fundamentalism, which rejects any form of rapprochement with other
religions. Nevertheless, Merton’s integrative spirituality invites Indian consecrated men
and women to a life of ongoing conversion which recognizes the need to move beyond
traditional practices of piety and penance, the security of life inside one’s own religious
order, and the preservation of the status quo of our religious institutions, and to enter into
the concrete struggles of the suffering world in our own context.

9

CHAPTER ONE
DEFINING KEY TERMS

In this chapter I define key terms such as contemplation, mysticism, Christian
mysticism, the prophetic and prophetic mysticism as they will be used in this study
of Thomas Merton’s prophetic mysticism. Before proceeding, however, I offer a
brief consideration of Christian spirituality as a contemporary academic discipline.
1.1 CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY AS AN ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE
Before considering Christian spirituality as an academic discipline, it is necessary
to establish a basic working definition of the concept of “spirituality” itself and then to
consider what it is that makes spirituality specifically “Christian.” David Perrin considers
working definitions helpful with regard to spirituality because there is no universally
accepted understanding of spirituality, or of what constitutes spiritual progress. This is
true even for Christian spirituality.1
1.1.1 Working Definition of Spirituality
According to Sandra Schneiders, “spirituality as lived experience can be defined
as conscious involvement in the project of life integration through self-transcendence
toward the ultimate value one perceives.”2 This broad definition seems adequate to
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David B. Perrin, Studying Christian Spirituality (New York and London: Routledge, Taylor and Francis
Group, 2007), 16.
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Minding the Sprit: The Study of Christian Spirituality, ed. Elizabeth A. Dreyer and Mark S. Burrows
(Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 2005), 6. In this definition, Schneiders’ is
drawing on a previous article by Walter Principe, "Toward Defining Spirituality," Sciences
Religieuses/Studies in Religion 12 (Spring 1983): 123-141. Principe distinguishes three different, though
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describe most forms of spirituality, whether Christian, non-Christian, or secular. Rather
than merely a set of particular practices, rules, or doctrines, spirituality is an ongoing
and dynamic process whose “ultimate purpose is life integration.” Schneiders’ argues
that spirituality is a “process of self-transcendence,” in which one transcends one’s own
narcissistic tendency to self-absorption, even regarding perfection in the spiritual path.
As a “life project,” spirituality is oriented toward some “ultimate value,” what Paul
Tillich would call an “ultimate concern,” whether this is God, transcendence more
generally, human or planetary wellbeing, or some other all-encompassing value.3
Professor of Christian Spirituality David Perrin considers Schneiders’ definition
of spirituality useful when considering both those spiritualities that do not include any
explicit belief in God and those which do. In the latter, the “ultimate value” could be
God.4 This ultimate value links the spiritual person to the whole of reality and provides
the ground from which to wrestle with the deep questions of life and death, innocent
suffering, and human destiny.
In relation to Schneiders’ definition, Perrin characterizes spirituality as a
fundamental human capacity for self-transcendence inherent within human experience
prior to identification with any particular religious affiliation or ethical system. This
related, levels of spirituality. The first, the real or the existential level, “is the quality—the lived quality—
of a person. It is the way some person understood and lived, within his or her historical context, a chosen
religious ideal in sensitivity to the realm of the spirit or the transcendent.” The second level is the
formulation of a teaching about the lived reality, often articulated by a moral exemplar or spiritual guide.
The formulations or patterns of life of such exemplars have in turn given rise to many different spiritual
traditions and schools of spirituality. The third level of spirituality entails the scholarly study of the first and
second levels of spirituality, employing the resources and methods of other academic disciplines. See 1357.
3
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fundamental orientation entails the capacity for involvement in and commitment to the
world outside of oneself. For Perrin, all human life unfolds between “two inescapable
points of reference: life and death.”5 Spirituality helps one to integrate and find meaning
in the disparate elements of life that lie between these two poles and to commit oneself
to a cause greater than individual self-preservation and wellbeing.
In similar terms, theologians Elizabeth Dreyer and Mark Burrows identify some
essential characteristics of spirituality, adding to the general definition (noted above) the
communal nature of spirituality and the quest for an authentic existence. They define
spirituality as
the daily lived aspect of one’s faith commitment in terms of values and
behaviors; how one appreciates beliefs about God and the world; the
process of conscious integration and transformation of one’s life; the
journey of self-transcendence; the depth dimension of all human
existence; a dialectic that moves one from the inauthentic to the authentic
and from the individual to the communal; the quest for ultimate value and
meaning.6
These definitions may include explicitly religious elements such as prayer, sacraments,
spiritual practices, or reading of sacred texts.
In sum, a working definition of “spirituality” may broadly be conceived as a state
in which one is oriented toward some ultimate, all-encompassing value that links one to
the whole of reality. It is a process which leads to life integration, self-transcendence,
and commitment to a cause greater than the individual self and moves the spiritual
seeker toward authenticity and self-transparency.
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1.1.2 What Makes Spirituality “Christian”?
Christian spirituality involves what Dryer and Burrows describe as “conscious
discipleship,” the opening of the self to the love and grace of God the Creator and to
Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit.7 According to theologian of spirituality
Peter Feldmeier, the English word “spirituality” derives from the Latin spiritualitas, a
translation which is influenced by the Greek noun pneuma (spirit). In the New Testament,
“pneuma” indicates the Holy Spirit as well as the “life of God working within” the
follower of Jesus Christ, that which “makes someone pneumatikos (spiritual).”8 In the
Gospel of John, Jesus announces a “rebirth in the Spirit and in truth” (Jn 3:2-8: rebirth;
4:23: spirit and truth), and in both Luke’s Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles, the Spirit
forms the community of believers (Lk 4:14; Acts 2:32-33). For Paul, the Spirit is so
essential to the presence of the risen Lord that he identifies Christ with the Spirit: “Now
the Lord is Spirit, and where the spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor. 3:17).
Being “Christian” means to enter the realm of the Spirit (1Cor 6:17), and through God’s
“indwelling presence” to become “a spiritual person” (1Cor 2: 14-15).9
For theologian of spirituality Philip Sheldrake, “spirituality,” in Christian terms,
“refers to the way our fundamental values, life styles, and spiritual practices reflect
particular understandings of God, human identity, and the material world as the context
for human transformation.”10 He emphasizes the rootedness of all Christian spirituality in
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the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, particularly in Jesus’ life and teaching.11 In brief,
Christian spirituality is concerned with “following the way of Jesus Christ.”12
Feldmeier likewise stresses that the ideas, themes, and images of Christian
spirituality have their basis in the biblical witness as it is interpreted and mediated
through the tradition. “The Bible,” he says, “is the foundational and indispensable text for
Christianity.”13 Ultimately, though the various denominations may differ in their
understandings of the role of tradition in the life of the community, “Christians believe
that Jesus is the absolute revelation of God, that the Bible is the written authoritative
witness to that revelation, and that the tradition is the context through which the church
understands both the Bible and its own existence.”14 The Bible is hence the ground of
Christian theology and spirituality, and itself contains a rich pluralism of spiritualities
reflecting the contexts from which they emerge.15 Feldmeier lists several characteristics
and core values of an authentic Christian spirituality, all of which are rooted in the
witness of scripture and its life in the Christian communities.16
1) A life of grace and faith
Christians believe that they cannot attain salvation through their own efforts but
only by the grace of God, to which the proper human response is faith—fully entrusting
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oneself to God. Faith leads one to experience the fullness of freedom, a freedom which
enables the Christian to serve others without compulsion and to live the Christian life in
its fullness.
2) A Life in the Spirit
For Paul, being spiritual means living in the Holy Spirit, the divine person who
influences and directs one’s life. The Spirit-directed life will reflect the fruits of “love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, [and] self-control”
(Gal 5: 22-23). Above all, the Christian who is guided by the Spirit will be disposed to
love of God and neighbor.
3) Christocentric
The essential dimension of Christian spirituality is the ever-deepening “intimacy
with Jesus Christ,”17 which Paul describes as being “baptized into Christ” (Rm16:3). This
involves the incorporation of the fundamental mysteries of Christ into the life of the
believer: the Incarnation, in which humanity is united with God and participates in the
divine life itself; the cross, which entails a daily dying to self; and the resurrection, which
empowers the believer to live a new life in the here and now.
4) Trinitarian
Christian spirituality is a participation in the Trinitarian love among the three
divine persons, which “reflects the communal dynamism of the one God.” Spirituality is
thus a “manifestation of life in the Spirit.” 18 The Spirit is the bond between the Father
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and the Son, and the way in which the risen Christ is made known in the world. The
Spirit infuses believers with the love of the Trinitarian God.
5) Communal
Paul imagines the diverse members of the community as the one Body of Christ,
whose head is Christ himself (Rom12:5; 1Cor 12: 12-13). The Body of Christ metaphor
describes the very nature of Christian identity, as the call to holiness is not merely
individual but communal.19 Thus the community of believers prays together and supports
one another in faith as together they seek to discern God’s presence and action among
them.
6) Just
The Judeo-Christian tradition emphasizes justice as one of the most important
themes of Christian spirituality. Therefore, spirituality cannot limit its scope to the
relationship between God and the individual self, but needs to be deeply connected to the
community and the world, particularly concerning matters of justice and right
relationship. The letter of James declares: “If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and
has no food for the day, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, keep warm, and eat
well,’ but you do not give them the necessities of the body, what good is it?” (2:15-16).
Feldmeier asserts that Christian faith that does not concern itself with human suffering
and injustice is “seriously deficient.”20
7) Prayerful
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Prayer is the foundation of Christian spirituality, the indispensible dimension
through which a Christian cultivates a deep intimacy with God and sensitivity to the
Spirit’s movements in the soul. Such prayer is expressed in various ways: through praise
and worship, petition, meditation, scriptural reflection, and contemplation.
8) Divinizing
Ultimately, the telos, or “ultimate horizon,” of the Christian life is “divinization,”
or theosis, which literally means “becoming God.” 21 However, though this process seeks
complete union with the divine, it does not involve an actual, ontological change from
human to divine nature, but indicates a participation in God’s very life as it is lived by
God—a living in and through the Divine. For Paul, Christian discipleship entailed the
bearing of Christ’s likeness, and growth into the very holiness of God. In this way, all of
creation moves toward the ultimate goal, wherein God becomes “all in all” (1Cor 15: 28).
Considered collectively, these characteristics represent a “robust” expression of
Christian spirituality. Feldmeier notes, however, that the absence of any one of these
elements in a lived spirituality constitutes the basis for a rigorous critique of such a
spirituality with regard to its adequacy and authenticity.22
1.1.3 Spirituality as a Contemporary Academic Discipline: Antecedents
The existing academic discipline of spirituality has a long and multifaceted
history. In the patristic and early medieval periods, theology and spirituality were all of a
piece. Spirituality was considered the “living and lived faith,” and served as the
foundation for all study, whether sacred or profane. In this period, “Theology was
21
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[articulated] spirituality and spirituality was lived theology. Scripture was the source and
norm of all knowledge.”23
During the high Middle Ages, theology moved from the monastery to the
universities, thus fragmenting the integrated approach to knowledge which characterized
the previous period. Consequently, in the universities, philosophy became the “handmaid
of theology,” and within the context of modernity, theology slowly came to understand
itself more as a “scientific” than a spiritual endeavor. Mystical theology—the wisdom
gained through prayer and meditation on the Scriptures—became the purview of the
monastery.24 Entering the Enlightenment period, theology was increasingly marked by
the ideals of rationalism, and became a predominantly scholastic, university discipline
while spirituality became a non-academic enterprise consisting of devotional practices
and the “cultivation of mystical prayer.”25
The more recent antecedents of the contemporary academic discipline of
spirituality lie in the field of “spiritual theology,” a sub-discipline of theology in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It emerged in the seminaries to train future
clergy in guiding the faithful to spiritual perfection and treated the areas of mystical and
ascetical theology.
In the United States, theologians Sandra Schneiders and Michael Buckley
developed the first comprehensive doctoral program in spirituality. Their approaches
emphasize religious experience as a key aspect of spirituality and situate this experience
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within a framework of theological beliefs and commitments. Feldmeier notes that their
approaches express the significance of “profound encounters with God, ways of engaging
God and the world, and the dynamics of inner transformation.”26 Further, both
theologians hold that spirituality deals with religious practices and their transformative
potential. Finally, according to them, all religious experience must be interpreted.27
Today, though it is useful to consider the contemporary discipline of spirituality
in relation to the non-religious disciplines employed to interpret spiritual experience,
spirituality as a discipline nevertheless now has a broader application. Christian
spirituality is no longer merely a subset of systematic theology or historical studies as it
was in the past. In the current cultural milieu, it is becoming an important means to
express more broadly how people understand and engage transcendence.28 As an
academic discipline, Christian spirituality concerns the “ultimate value” of union with
God and the capacity of that union to bring freedom and truth to the follower of Christ
(Jn.8:31-33).29
Describing the development of spirituality as an academic discipline in its own
right, Schneiders observes that it arose out of a felt need by students for a new discipline,
one that investigated something which did not yet have a specific designation, but whose
antecedents, as noted above, lie in the field of “spiritual theology.”30 Scholars in the field
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of spirituality bring to this discourse their respective disciplines, which may include
biblical studies, history, theology, pastoral counseling, religious psychology, or literary
criticism. Their contributions to the field of spirituality through their reflections,
discussions, writings, and teaching, helped it to emerge and grow as an academic
discipline.31 Schneiders and other scholars have attempted to maintain the study of
spirituality as an academic discipline through a rigorous, systematic exposition of the
interdisciplinary nature of spirituality.
Having reviewed the field of spirituality, this study, in accord with Schneiders,
construes the academic discipline of spirituality as the study of lived religious experience
and its transformative potential for both the spiritual subject and the world. As an
academic discipline it employs a multiplicity of methodologies and resources, both the
non-theological university disciplines and the fields of biblical studies and theology while
situating religious experience within the framework of religious belief and faith
commitments. In the study of Merton’s lived religious experience, this study brings both
religious and non-religious disciplines to bear on the interpretation of that experience.
Regarding the latter, literary and socio-political analyses will constitute two of the
primary disciplines. Through its exploration of the forces which shaped Merton as a
contemplative-prophetic mystic, the study considers the transformative potential of
Merton’s spirituality for consecrated life in India today.
1.1.4 Methods
Spirituality may be studied through human events, human psychology, and
various art forms and sacred texts, among other media. As an academic discipline, it is
31
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analyzed through interdisciplinary methods.32 According to Schneiders, Christian
spirituality seeks to understand the experience of faith itself, “as it actually occurs, as it
actually transforms its subject toward fullness of life in Christ, that is, toward selftranscending life integration within the Christian community of faith.”33
Spirituality as an academic discipline is essentially interdisciplinary because of
the multi-faceted nature of the object it studies—transformative Christian experience.34 In
an essay from 2005, Schneiders identifies three approaches to the study of spirituality as
an interdisciplinary academic discipline: “the historical, the theological, and the
anthropological or hermeneutical.”
The historical approach uses modern historical methodology for the study of
Christian religious experience as it is transmitted through texts and other products of
culture.35 Because its primary focus is the lived experience of the faith itself rather than
ecclesiastical life or the systematization of theology, it is different from church history or
historical theology. This approach easily finds a home in university settings, where
historical studies are already clearly defined and established, are related more directly to
the predecessors of the field of spirituality, and provide foundational data for all other
forms of research in this area.36
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The second approach, the theological, is situated within the context of
denominational seminaries. This approach conceives spirituality as one area of
theological study along with others such as “systematic theology, moral theology or
biblical studies.” It uses theological categories to analyze the Christian experience of
faith and is understood as a form of practical theology. This approach is more holistic,
integrated, and less dogmatic and prescriptive than its predecessor, “spiritual theology,”
referenced above. It is much more concerned with contributing to the formation of the
churches than in academic research as such.37
Schneiders designates the third approach the “anthropological” or
“hermeneutical,” noting that it is newer than the other approaches. It sees spirituality not
as a particular subject matter or dimension of theological studies, but as part of the much
broader scope of human spirituality. This approach locates Christian spirituality within
the universal human capacity for the “spiritual quest” that belongs to and is realized in
some way in all religious traditions. This approach is more open, engaging, praxisoriented, interdisciplinary, and interreligious. It is particularly appropriate for the
graduate theological setting or the field of religious studies.38 While remaining centered
in its own Christian commitments, it is primarily concerned with research into the
experience of the Christian search for God “in its concrete and experiential reality and in
the constructive work of reinterpreting that experience in and for the contemporary
context.”39
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The three methodological approaches are mutually enlightening, and scholars
engaging in these approaches recognize their shared disciplinary concerns.
Interdisciplinarity raises the yet unresolved question of how to relate Christian resources
from the fields of scripture, theology, or history to the various non-theological disciplines
such as “psychology, sociology, aesthetics, and science” in order to analyze religious
experience as such in its concrete particularity.40
Ultimately, then, the reason for an interdisciplinary approach to the academic
study of spirituality is twofold: on the one hand, as Schneiders notes, it was to counter a
reduction of spirituality to the domain of the human sciences, and on the other, to avoid
subsuming spirituality into one of the sacred sciences (namely theology or biblical
studies). Rather, because of its complex and singular nature, Christian spirituality as an
academic discipline strives to be “maximally inclusive” of all these disciplines—both the
human and sacred sciences—in order to comprehensively engage its object, which
Schneiders describes as “the experience itself of living the paschal mystery of Jesus
Christ in all its ramifications, under the formal object of experience.”41 She explains that
ultimately,
Christian spirituality as an academic discipline is an attempt to realize, by
bringing serious and personally transforming study to bear on the ultimate
human value of union with God, what is arguably the most cited text in the
Christian canon, Jesus’ promise, “If you remain in my word you will
become my disciples and you will know the truth and the truth will set you
free” (Jn. 8:31-33).42
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In exploring Thomas Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality, I will utilize
Schneiders’ hermeneutical approach, which involves the interpretation of the
“phenomena of the Christian spiritual life as experience.”43 The hermeneutical method
consists of three steps: description, critical analysis, and interpretation.
Description takes account of the experience itself, considering the historical facts,
the textual witness to the experience, the theological and ecclesiastical setting, the
psychological conflicts faced by the person, and the transformative dimensions of the
experience. I will employ this descriptive phase of Schneiders’ model to explore
Merton’s life and spiritual journey.
Critical analysis considers the social, economic, political, and religious influences
on the person’s experience and will be used in this case to explore the contemplative and
prophetic dimensions of Merton’s spirituality. Constructive interpretation entails the
transformative appropriation of the phenomenon for the subject. In this it leads to
“enlightenment of the current situation, a contribution to the understanding of the
spiritual life today.” 44 In this step, I will consider how the prophetic spirituality of
Thomas Merton may enliven the current context of consecrated life in India today.
1.2 THE DEFINITION AND MEANING OF CONTEMPLATION
Contemplation comes from the Latin word contemplari, which describes acts of
looking for God’s will within a sacred enclosure called the templum.45 It is related to the
Greek word theoria, which means “to look towards God,” and to the Sanskrit word
43
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Samadhi, which describes an “act of concentrated thought.” Therefore, contemplation
might be defined, at least in part, as “looking towards God and thinking deeply about
Him.”46
However, this is not a purely intellectual form of “thinking,” but an encounter of
the whole person with the divine. In this vein, spiritual writer Brian Taylor places the
concept of contemplation within the broader context of human knowing, contrasting it to
the purely rational mode of thinking characterized by Descartes—“I think, therefore I
am.” Taylor proposes breaking out of the “tomb” of a purely cerebral form of knowledge
into a broader, more comprehensive way of knowing, one which “Christians might call
the ‘mind of Christ,’ and others might call enlightenment.”47 For Thomas Aquinas,
contemplation is the “simple enjoyment of the truth.”48 For Aquinas, harking back to
Gregory the Great, this pertains not only to the intellect but to the affections, notably
love, desire, and delight in God’s presence.49
For Merton, contemplation is “a sudden gift of awareness, an awakening to the
Real within all that is real.” The “real” is God, “Who is pure Reality and the source of all
that is real!”50 Such encounter with the real draws one into the kind of “unknowing” that
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characterizes the Christian apophatic tradition, leading “beyond our knowledge, beyond
our own light, beyond systems, beyond explanations, beyond discourse, beyond dialogue,
beyond our own self.”51 It leads to the anguished place of existential darkness wherein
one “no longer knows what God is.” Here one encounters the I Am in whose light one
finds the true self, and utters “I Am.”52
For contemporary spiritual writer Laurence Freeman, “Contemplation is a path, an
experience, a lifelong practice, an expansion and deepening of consciousness. It is about
being in the present moment. . . .Above all, it leads to self-knowledge.”53 Such selfknowledge is a “necessary prelude” to knowing God.54 Though the precise meaning of
contemplation may differ from one spiritual tradition to another, the focus is the
experience of the Divine and a superseding of the normal modes of human knowing.
Christian theological tradition, with its emphasis upon grace, considers
contemplative experience as “a gift from God,” one not achieved through human effort.
Through the activity of silent prayer, guided by the Spirit, a person is “led into a loving
and life-changing relationship with God.”55 In the human/divine relationship, God seeks
to awaken one in joy to the divine life within and to make possible the response to God’s
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presence with love, compassion, and self-transparency. In contemplation, one’s being
rests in God and trusts God’s hidden presence, which is invisible to the human eye.56
Contemplation thus seeks to bring all the dimensions of the human—spirit, mind
and body—into an integrated whole within the experience.57 The ancient prayer from the
Sarum Rite58 beautifully captures the integrative nature of contemplation:
God be in my head and in my understanding;
God be in my eyes and in my looking;
God be in my mouth and in my speaking;
God be in my heart and in my thinking;
God be at my end and at my departing.59
This contemplative posture is intrinsic (in some form) to Eastern and Western Christian
as well as non-Christian traditions.
The basis of Christian contemplation is the intimate union between Jesus and his
Father, which led him to declare that “the glory that you have given me I have given
them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me ”(Jn 17: 22-23).60
The Christian contemplative experiences the same unity and glory by abiding in Christ.
Thus, “through the intimacy of his indwelling, Jesus takes us with him into the presence
of God.”61
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In this regard, Taylor observes that the Christian contemplative must focus on the
relationship with Jesus that lies at the core of one’s being. This relationship is not chiefly
based on particular doctrinal formulations or a strict imitation of Jesus’ behavior, but
upon a “direct experience of his indwelling spirit.” Jesus promised that He will be with us
to the end of the age. Remaining in him, he says, human persons remain in God.62
It is crucial to note that contemplation is not an end in itself, but is intrinsically
linked to action in the world.63 Christian contemplatives are called to enter into Jesus’
human consciousness in order to feel, think and act as Jesus acts. It is not enough that
they study, reflect upon, and look at Jesus, but must learn to look through Jesus, even as
they give to him their eyes, ears, bodily senses, and minds. As Jesus looks through them,
they become one with him through this “interpenetration of minds and hearts,” unifying
their faculties, linking Jesus’ objectives with theirs, and purifying their vision. Indeed,
they “try to be him as he looks on Peter or a leper or a sinner . . . but with love”64
Through this intimate union in contemplation, contemplatives experience the personal
and creative love of Jesus. By participating in the very life of Christ, they are enabled to
share this love with others in such a way that their entire lives become “an act of love for
God and all creatures.”65
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1.3 DEFINITION OF MYSTICISM
In broad, theistic terms, the mystic may be defined as one who is intimately bound
in dynamic union and reciprocal relationship with the deity. A mystic “experiences to an
extraordinary degree, the profoundly personal encounter with the energy of divine life,”
writes Ursula King.66 The word “mystic” comes from the Latin word mysticus and the
Greek word mystikos, meaning “the mystical.”67 In ancient Greece, one who has been
initiated into the mysteries of existence and the esoteric knowledge of the realities of life
and death was known as mystes (mystic). They were the ones who were initiated into a
superior wisdom and whose eyes of sensation and reason were closed for a while in order
to perceive everything through the eyes of faith.68 King characterizes mystics as those
who perceive the presence of God in the whole of creation and in all sentient beings,
“leading to a transfiguration of the ordinary all around them.” The touch of God,
however, “is most strongly felt deep within their own hearts.”69 The spiritual vision of the
mystic is characterized by the manner of looking at all that is visible and material as
housing the divine. Therefore, the more deeply the mystic experiences union with God,
the more profoundly she is united with God’s creation.70
Going back to the roots of “mysticism” will disclose the rich treasures of its
wisdom and knowledge. The word “mysticism” implies “mystery,” and is derived from
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the Greek verb muw, meaning to close the lips, eyes and ears, and to shut the doors of
fleeting senses and passions. Withdrawing from everything external and sinking within
oneself allows a person to receive inner, divine illuminations.71 The Oxford English
Dictionary gives the meaning of mysticism as “the belief that knowledge of God and of
real truth can be found through prayer and meditation rather than through reason and the
senses.”72 Evelyn Underhill’s definition of mysticism may be applied to all religions:
Mysticism is the expression of the innate yearning of the human spirit
towards total harmony with the transcendental order, whatever may be the
theological formula in which this order is expressed. This yearning with the
great mystics gradually takes possession of the whole field of consciousness;
it dominates their whole life, attains its climax in that experience called
mystic union, whether it is with the God of Christianity, the World soul of
pantheism or the Absolute of philosophy. This desire for union and straining
towards it, in as much as they are vital and real, constitute the real subject of
mysticism. Through this, human consciousness reaches its further and richest
development.73
From this perspective, then, mysticism may thus be construed as an inherent longing
for complete harmony and union with the transcendent order, a longing which
increasingly takes full possession of the entire scope of human consciousness and
desire.
According to the Christian tradition, God has placed a deep longing in the human
being for self-transcendence. Humans are endowed with a spiritual sense that opens up
inwardly just as the physical sense opens up outwardly. Augustine of Hippo speaks of the
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“eye” of the soul and the “ear” of the mind, and others refer to the “eyes of faith,” which
open up to higher spiritual realities.74 Thus, the mystical dimension opens the inner eye to
experience the divine intimately.
The mystical sphere is not restricted to Christianity. The first letter of St. John
declares that, “everyone who loves is begotten of God, and knows God” (1 Jn. 4:7).
Every great religion has at its core a mystical dimension. These religions have fashioned
great spiritual leaders and teachers, men and women who have encountered God and
experienced deep personal transformation.75 That which is common to the mystical and
contemplative dimensions of all the religions is the experience of awe.76 As a result of
this wonder, the mystic finds the transcendent everywhere, in all things, and above all, in
every person.77 A beautiful passage from the Svetasvatara Upanishad reflects this sense
of the all-pervasive presence of the divine at the heart of everything, which constitutes
the essence of mysticism:
All heads are Your Head, all faces Your Face,
You dwell in the cave of the heart and all hidden places.
Through the whole universe, You have extended Yourself.
You are Shiva, the auspicious, the ever-present Lord.
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With hands and feet everywhere, eyes and ears
Everywhere, heads and mouths everywhere,
You have filled up every corner of space.
Smaller than the smallest and larger than largest.78
In the Christian tradition, this mystical sense finds expression in the basic insight
that all people, from the least to the greatest, bear the image of God and are
thereby accorded intrinsic value as extensions of God’s very self.
1.4 UNIQUENESS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM
Christians participate in the divine life through communion with God. “The story
of the Christian mystics is one of an all-consuming, passionate love affair between human
beings and God,” writes King.79 Christian mysticism adds a very clear personal
dimension to the experience of the Divine. Christian life and faith are based on a
profound desire to seek and find God by following Jesus’ teaching and his “way” as
described in the Gospels.80 Christian mysticism encounters the visible presence of the
invisible God through the person of Jesus Christ. At its heart is Jesus’ own experience,
expressed in the words “I and Father are one” (Jn 10:30), the message of utter divine
unity. Christian mystical experience entails self-transformation into “another Christ,”81 or
as St. Paul would acclaim, “It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me”
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(Gal 2:20). In Christ, the Christian mystic is purified, illuminated, and ultimately united
with God, who is love.82
This complete union of the soul with God is the culmination of the spiritual
journey, which, according to a widely-held understanding within the Christian tradition,
is marked by three stages: purgation, illumination, and union.83 The stage of purgation, a
time of great suffering, entails the purification of the soul through the relinquishment of
the passions, the false self, the self-will, and of life’s lesser goods in favor of the greatest
good, in order to be united with God. The illuminative stage entails a greater degree of
self-knowledge as the spiritual seeker begins to see his/her imperfections and limitations
in the light of God’s perfect goodness and infinitude. This stage also affords “knowledge
of the cosmic order, the angelic hierarchy, and the structure of Being.”84 In the unitive
stage, the self-will, having been dissolved completely, is now transformed by God’s
grace, and the seeker desires only God’s will. In this disposition of complete surrender,
the soul at last achieves its goal of union with God, which amounts to the anticipation of
the Beatific Vision.85
Rooted in Christ, the mystic seeks only God’s will and desires to serve God fully.
This means that an authentic mysticism will always have a praxical or political
dimension. Thus, filled with the love of God, the true mystic will become socially and
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politically active, reaching out to the poor and marginalized members of the society
because they see in their suffering brothers and sisters the image of God.86
1.5 DEFINITION OF PROPHET
In the Bible, the Hebrew word for prophet is “nabi,” which means “one who
speaks for the divine.” Thus, the prophets are mediators sent by God with a “primordial
relationship to the word of God.”87 Prophets are people who speak “by divine inspiration
or as the interpreter through whom the will of God is expressed.”88 In the scriptures, they
were “men and women moved by the Holy Spirit, [who] spoke from God" (2 Peter
1:21). In short, they echo the voice of God to humanity.
In the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophets were men and women called by God from
various walks of life: poets, preachers, patriots, statesmen, social critics and moralists.89
They stood in the “presence of God” (Jer15:19) and “in the council of the Lord” (Jer.
23:18). They sought only God’s will and communicated the will of God to the people.
They were moved by God to confront the leaders and kings of their day for their
extravagant lifestyle and excess of wealth, and for the injustice done to the poor, widows,
orphans, strangers, and other vulnerable members of the society.
Thus, the prophetic voice is not irenic but acerbic and denunciatory in the face of
evil and the indifference of society to injustice. The prophet seeks to awaken the
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conscience of a society that attempts to close its eyes to suffering and injustice, “to
obliterate the memories, to calm the nerves, and to silence our conscience.”90 According
to Abraham Heschel,
The prophet is a man who feels fiercely. God has thrust a burden upon his
soul, and he is bowed and stunned at man’s fierce greed. Frightful is the
agony of man; no human voice can convey its full terror. Prophecy is the
voice that God has lent to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor,
to the profaned riches of the world. It is a form of living, a crossing point
of God and man. God is raging in the prophet’s word.91
Most important, the prophet speaks with an eye toward a transformed future, in which
God’s will of shalom for all of creation is realized.
In this regard, according to Pope Francis, prophets are the ones who have learned
to read the signs of the times in light of the future. In a homily given in the Vatican’s
Casa Santa Marta on December 16, 2013, Pope Francis elucidated the task of the true
prophet:
A prophet is someone who listens to the words of God, who reads the
spirit of the times, and who knows how to move forward towards the
future. True prophets hold within themselves three different moments:
past, present, and future. They keep the promise of God alive, they see the
suffering of their people, and they bring us the strength to look ahead. God
looks after his people by giving them prophets in the hardest times, in the
midst of their worst suffering.92
Thus, the prophet bears the heavy burden laid on him/her by God to shape a future in
accord with the will of God for the well-being of all creation through the enactment of
justice and right relationship. Ultimately, the work of the prophet is aimed at the fostering
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of reconciliation and right relationship between God and humans and among human
communities.93
1.6 PROPHETIC MYSTICISM
The mystics are ordinary people who live their lives in an extraordinary way, after
having been called or touched by the Lord. They love God passionately. At the same
time, authentic mystics find themselves unable to keep this love to themselves but are
compelled to transmit the message of God’s mercy and justice to others. In order to do so,
they inevitably encounter deep structures of injustice in the world that impede the will of
God from being realized for all people, and find that this passion for God constrains them
to confront such structures of oppression and domination for the sake of God’s suffering
children.94 The prophet thus calls every member of the community to right relationship.
In this way, mystics become prophetic mystics, those unable to separate God’s love from
God’s justice.
The political theologian Johann Baptist Metz elucidates this form of mysticism,
which he describes as a mysticism of “suffering unto God.” He finds this mysticism
expressed “particularly in Israel’s prayer tradition,” notably in the prophets. He writes,
“the language of prayer is itself a language of suffering, a language of crisis, a language
of affliction and of radical danger, a language of complaint and grievance, a language of
crying out and, literally of the grumbling of the children of Israel.”95 The language of the
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prophetic mystic “is deeply rooted in the figure of night, in the experience of the soul’s
demise. It is less a song of the soul, more a loud crying out from the depths – and not a
vague, undirected wailing, but a focused crying-out-to.”96 This “crying-out-to” would
seem to presume a relationship, however fractured, one in which God hears and is moved
by such cries.
Similarly, Heschel characterizes the prophetic voice in this way: “Instead of
dealing with the timeless issues of being and becoming, of matter and form, of definitions
and demonstrations,” the prophet “is thrown into orations about widows and orphans,
about the corruption of judges and affairs of the market place. Instead of showing us a
way through the elegant mansions of the mind, the prophets takes us to the slums.”97 In
Metz’s view this form of mysticism constrains one to a willingness to remain alert to
suffering, danger, and injustice rather than closing one’s eyes to it. It calls the mystic to
take on the burden of the situation and to assume responsibility for it. Metz calls this a
“mysticism of open eyes,” which attends to all suffering and injustice, and “takes
responsibility for it, for the sake of a God who is a friend to human beings.”98
This solidarity thus constitutes a witnessing to God, a God who cares much more
about how we deal with the neighbor than what we “think” about God in Godself.99 For
the true prophet, the doing of justice to the weak and vulnerable takes priority over any
correct way of worshipping or speaking of God, as eloquently stated by Jose Porfirio
Miranda: “The question is not whether someone is seeking God or not, but whether he is
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seeking him where God himself said that he is.”100 For the prophetic mystic, God is
absent in the absence of justice and right relationship.
This form of witness is therefore “not allowed political innocence,” Metz
declares. Rather, it “is intimately involved, with eyes that see, in that history where
people are crucified and tortured, hated and miserly loved; and no mythos far-removed
from history, no world-blind gnosis, can give it back the innocence that is lost in such an
historical trial.”101 In this regard, the mystical becomes the social in that whenever the
prophet stands in solidarity with the defenseless against the structures of injustice, he/she
unavoidably enters the realm of the political.
As a prophetic mystic, Thomas Merton sought to find a balance between
contemplation and social action. He believed that contemplation and action for justice
had to go hand-in-hand, making him a forerunner of the modern-day emphasis on the
intersection of faith and social justice. While he lived his life in deep interiority and
contemplation, Merton went beyond the confines of his monastic life and engaged
prophetically in the life of the people. He shared his God-experience as a prophet with the
broken world through his involvement in interfaith dialogue and his powerful writings,
many of which denounced the injustices within society such as violence and war,
economic disparity, the breakdown of community, the nuclear arms race, racism, and
ecological degradation. The following chapter will consider the forces that shaped
Merton as a contemplative-prophetic mystic with a unique capacity to integrate
contemplation and social action.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE PILGRIM JOURNEY OF THOMAS MERTON
THE CONTEMPLATIVE-PROPHET
INTRODUCTION
Thomas Merton was called to be a contemplative prophet amid the sociopolitical and cultural turmoil of his time. His pilgrim journey began in France and
ended with his untimely death in Asia at the age of fifty-three. This chapter examines
Merton’s life, considering how the historical, social, cultural, educational, and
spiritual forces in his environment shaped him as a contemplative-prophetic mystic
with a singular capacity to integrate contemplation and social action.
Part One explores his childhood and teenage years. Part Two considers the
period of his young adulthood, focusing on his years at Cambridge and Columbia
and the beginning of his vocational discernment. Part Three elucidates his journey
through monastic life in four phases, including, in the last phase, the deeply-felt love
affair with a young nurse which helped to shape him as a monk. These phases
include: 1) the basics of Cistercianism (1941-1950), 2) discernment of vocation
(1951-1955), 3) his role as novice master and turn to the world (1956-1965), 4)
silence, solitude, deepening of prophetic mission, falling in love, and journey to Asia
(1966-1968).
2.1 CHILDHOOD AND TEENAGE YEARS
2.1.1 Parents: The Shaping of an Artistic Soul
Thomas Merton was born in Prades, France, on January 31, 1915, just a few
hundred miles from the battlefields of World War I, and grew up under the tragic signs of
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international turmoil, family tragedy, and profound social upheaval.1 Merton’s parents,
Ruth Jenkins (an American) and Owen Merton (a New Zealander), were artists. As
artists, they were profoundly affected by the brokenness of this world, and felt the
responsibility of lifting the world from its shadows.2 Having two artistic parents stamped
Merton as an essentially artistic person who remained interested in poetry, writing,
painting, and all the other arts in which he was involved. This artistic legacy was
foundational to the formation of his character and spirituality.
Merton recalls that his father Owen was a man of openness, optimism, and a deep
faith rooted in the doctrines of the Anglican Church. He was energetic, responsible, and
integrated.3 He painted landscapes in the manner of the French artist Cezanne. In The
Seven Storey Mountain, Merton describes his father’s artistic vision as “sane, full of
balance, full of veneration for structure, for the relations of masses and for all the
circumstances that impress an individual identity on each created thing.”4 Noting that his
father was a “very good artist,” Merton characterizes his vision as “religious and clean,”
and his paintings, therefore, as “without decoration or superfluous comment, since a
religious man respects the power of God’s creation to bear witness for itself.”5 Owen was
an independent person who had a great passion for painting. This passion often absorbed
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him fully in terms of time and travel, though he worked as a landscaper and a church
organist in order to support his family.6
Merton had fond memories of his father, particularly with regard to his own
foundational faith experiences. He recounts, “The only really valuable religious and
moral training I ever got as a child came to me from my father, not systematically, but
here and there and more or less spontaneously, in the course of ordinary conversations.”7
Thus, Merton’s awakening to faith unfolded naturally, within the context of casual,
everyday conversations with his father, which became indelibly etched on his young
imagination.8
His mother Ruth was deeply connected to her relatives and sought close ties with
people.9 Merton recalls a portrait of his mother which showed her “as a rather slight, thin,
sober little person with a serious and somewhat anxious and very sensitive face. And this
corresponds with my memory of her—worried, precise, quick, critical of me, her son.” At
the same time, others spoke of her as “gay and very light hearted.”10 Merton remembers
her as a person seemingly full of “insatiable dreams,” and as a consummate perfectionist:
“perfection in art, in interior decoration, in dancing, in housekeeping, in raising children.”
As a perfectionist, she was worried about her first born son’s imperfections, as recounted
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in the diary she kept throughout his infancy and childhood. 11 Merton notes that the diary
“reflects some astonishment at the stubborn and seemingly spontaneous development of
completely unpredictable features in my character, things she had never bargained for:
for example, a deep and serious urge to adore the gas-light in the kitchen, with no little
ritualistic veneration, when I was about four.”12
Ruth was a Quaker, and as such, not overly concerned about formal religious
observance. Merton writes: “Churches and formal religion were things to which Mother
attached not too much importance in the training of a modern child, and my guess is that
she thought, if I were left to myself, I would grow up into a nice, quiet Deist of some sort,
and never be perverted by superstition.”13 He notes somewhat sardonically, “Father and
Mother, who were concerned almost to the point of scrupulosity about keeping the minds
of their sons uncontaminated by error and mediocrity and ugliness and sham, had not
bothered to give us any formal religious training.”14
Owen was “tolerant” while Ruth was “intense,” as Anthony Padovano observes.15
Merton inherited qualities of openness, integrity, justice, and optimism from his father,
and from his mother, her resourcefulness as well as some of her frustration with the
messiness of the world. Padovano remarks that “the contradictions that characterized
Merton’s life were already present in his parents,” and could be seen, for example in their
conflicting views about the appropriateness of pacifism within the calamitous context of
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World War One. As a Quaker, Ruth espoused pacifism, while Owen, a New Zealander
with ties to Britain, felt obliged to serve.16 From both parents he received the capacity for
work, vision, enjoyment, and the power of expression.17
Despite his parents’ deep differences of opinion and temperament and their lack
of formal religious observance, Merton had been baptized when he was less than a year
old, in Prades, at the initiative of his father. However, there was not “much power, in the
waters of the baptism I got in Prades, to untwist the warpings of my essential freedom, or
loose me from the devils that hung like vampires on my soul,” he muses.18 It would not
be until his conversion to Catholicism in 1938, at age twenty-three, that he would begin
to experience new birth in the waters of baptism.
2.1.2 Life in New York
A year after his birth, due to the upheaval of the war, the Merton family moved
from France to Douglaston, on Long Island, in New York, to be closer to Ruth’s parents,
Samuel Jenkins (Pop) and Martha Jenkins (Bonnemaman).19 Merton recalls that his
grandparents were Protestants, though it was not evident what type of Protestant faith
they practiced. Financially, they contributed to the Zion Church, as well as to the
Salvation Army. They had sent Merton’s uncle, and later, his younger brother, John Paul,
to the choir school of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine and had even talked briefly
about sending Merton to that school. Merton remembers that “It was not the religion that
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they patronized, but the school and the atmosphere . . . In practice, Bonnemaman used to
read the little black books of Mary Baker Eddy, and I suppose that was the closest she got
to religion.”20
Merton grew up with a negative attitude toward Catholicism through the influence
of his grandfather, who was deeply suspicious of the Catholic religion and considered it
dishonest, crooked, and immoral. Merton recounts that
[t]his was one of the few things I got from Pop that really took root in my
mind, and became part of my mental attitude: this hatred and suspicion of
Catholics . . . . It was simply the deep, almost subconscious aversion from
the vague and evil thing, which I called Catholicism, which lived back in
the dark corners of my mentality with the other spooks, like death and so
on. I did not know precisely what the word meant. It only conveyed a kind
of a cold and unpleasant feeling.21
Pop’s capacity to shape Merton at such a profound level was due in part to Pop’s
expansive and headstrong nature. He describes his grandfather as, “a buoyant and
excitable man who, on docks, boats, trains, in stations, in elevators, on buses, in hotels, in
restaurants, used to get keyed up and start ordering everybody around, and making new
arrangements, and changing them on the spur of the moment.”22 At the same time,
Merton saw him as a generous and open man who shared his goodness freely with others.
Bonnemaman, on the other hand, “was just the opposite, and her natural deliberateness
and hesitancy and hatred of activity always seemed to increase in proportion to Pop’s
excesses in the opposite direction.”23 The more generous, open, and boisterous Pop
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became, the more Bonnemaman objected to his behaviors.24 In spite of their differences,
however, Merton loved them deeply (and knew that they loved one another) and
experienced their support in shaping his life.
In 1918, when Merton was three years old, his brother John Paul was born.
Merton found him serene and happy, without the same volatility and excessive impulses
as Merton. Because John Paul was an infant, Merton did not have a friend with whom to
play and enjoy life, so he engaged with an imaginary friend—Jack, and his imaginary
dog, Doolittle. Merton’s mother recorded in her diary that Merton was sometimes
anxious about losing this imaginary friend.25
Merton recounts his father’s struggles to maintain the family while doing as
much painting as time would allow him. During the war, he worked as a landscape
gardener. Owen had a passion for gardening; he loved the plants and flowers and knew
how to make things grow.26 Later on, he took on a new career as an organist at the
Episcopal Church in Douglaston, but he was not content working there because he did
not get along with the minister.27 Merton, however, was happy to be there because he
could participate in the Sunday liturgy.
Ruth’s and Owen’s lack of interest in formal religious practice, as well as Pop’s
aversion to Catholicism, discouraged the young Merton from embracing the Catholic
faith. Merton recalls that even as a child he had an intense desire to go to church, but his
parents did not encourage him in this direction. He recounts an incident which possibly
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took place on Easter Sunday, 1920, in Bermuda, which brought this desire into sharp
relief.
From across the fields, and beyond the red farmhouse of our neighbor, I could see
the spire of St. George’s church, above the trees. The sound of the church bells
came to us across the bright fields. I was playing in front of the house, and
stopped to listen. Suddenly, all the birds began to sing in the trees above my head,
and the sound of birds singing and church bells ringing lifted up my heart with
joy.28
In this burst of joy, he exclaimed, “Father, all the birds are in their Church,” and
expressed his wish to be in the church that very moment. Owen told him it was too late
by that time and that they would go some other Sunday.29
On the other hand, even though they did not encourage him to grow in faith or
formal religious practice, Merton’s parents emphasized his education at home. Seeking to
develop Merton’s full intellectual capacity, Ruth introduced a progressive educational
method she had found in a magazine. It consisted of books, charts, a desk and
blackboard, and was designed to prepare a child to excel at a very early age. “The idea,”
Merton quips, “was that the smart modern child was to be turned loose amid this
apparatus, and allowed to develop spontaneously into a midget university before reaching
the age of ten.”30
The only significant religious experience Merton could remember at this age was
participating in Sunday liturgy at the Episcopal Church in Douglaston in 1921, where his
father worked as a musician. Since at that time his mother had been admitted to the
hospital, Merton made use of the chance to visit the church on Sundays. He recalls the
28
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details of the experience: the shape of the Old Zion church, the procession that came out
of the sacristy, the choir members dressed in black and white, led by a cross, and the
“stained glass windows up behind the altar.”31 He recalls the lectern, which had the shape
of an eagle with outspread wings, on which rested a huge Bible. He describes the
American flag near the lectern, the lighting of the candles on the altar, the taking up of
the collection, the singing of hymns and the musical organ played by his father. Looking
back on this time, Merton was profoundly grateful for receiving that much religious
experience in his childhood. He would come to conclude that standing together with
others to acknowledge a “common dependence upon God” was a fundamental law of
human nature, inscribed in one’s “very essence,” and as much a part of one “as the desire
to build houses and cultivate the land and marry and have children and read books and
sing songs.”32
Merton remembers fondly his paternal grandmother’s visit from New Zealand.
She taught him to pray the “Our Father,” a prayer he never forgot though he went many
years without using it. Learning this basic Christian prayer made a significant impact on
Merton’s spiritual life, sowing the seeds of Christian faith within him.33
An experience that profoundly shaped his life and spirituality was his
mother’s illness and death in 1921, when Merton was just six years old. Ruth
prepared him to face her death through a letter she sent to him while she was in the
hospital undergoing treatment. He recalls his deep sadness upon reading the letter:
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“It was not the grief of a child, with pangs of sorrow and many tears. It had
something of the heavy perplexity and gloom of adult grief, and was therefore all the
more of a burden because it was, to that extent, unnatural. I suppose one reason for
this was that I had more or less had to arrive at the truth by induction.”34 As a sixyear-old child, Merton did not feel the urge to pray for her simply because did not
know how to pray at that age. Twenty years would pass before Merton, having
become a Catholic, would think to pray for his mother.35 The loss of his mother
haunted him throughout his life.36 As I will illustrate in Chapter Four, prior to his
entry into the monastery, he had difficulties relating to women, perhaps reflecting his
experience that his mother was distant from him.
After the death of his mother, Merton never really had a permanent home. As
a wandering artist, Owen was away much of the time, or, taking Merton with him,
moved frequently in pursuit of artistic opportunity and inspiration. Merton was
constantly moving back and forth between his grandparents’ home in Douglaston
and the various places his father happened to settle for his work.37 Though he
enjoyed the freedom of traveling with his father, he was ultimately without the roots
of a material home as well as spiritual grounding in his life. This constant movement
created a sense of exclusion, exile, restlessness, and insecurity in Merton, leaving
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him with a simultaneous longing for home and a sense of strangeness and lack of
belonging wherever he went.38
2.1.3 Life in France
Two years after the death of his mother, Merton had “more or less
acclimatized,” to living in Douglaston with Pop, Bonnemaman, and John Paul. 39 In
these two years, Merton was able to remain in one place, forming a stable pattern of
activities and friendships. This engendered in him a sense of security which had been
sorely lacking in his life to that point. Shannon comments that “stability (which
would be one of the vows he would one day take as a monk) was something very
attractive to him at this point in his life.”40
When Owen, now a successful artist, returned from abroad and suddenly
announced that he and Merton were to move to France, the ten-year-old Merton thus
initially resisted the move with arguments and tears.41 In spite of Merton’s
resistance, however, he and Owen departed for France on August 22, 1925, while
John Paul remained behind with the grandparents in Douglaston. In his own way,
Owen transmitted a solid sense of faith to his son. Merton observed that even in
France, Owen never ceased to be a religious person, and reminded Merton “to pray,
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to ask God to help us, to help him paint, to help him have a successful exhibition, to
find us a place to live.”42
Though he had initially resisted his father’s decision to settle in France,
Merton would soon come to rejoice in the land of his birth: “France, I am glad I was
born in your land, and I am glad God brought me back to you, for a time, before it
was too late.”43 He felt proud of being born in France, calling it “the fountain of the
intellectual and spiritual life of the world.”44 They settled in St. Antonin, a city
dominated by the church in the middle of the medieval town. Merton recalls:
“Everywhere I went, I was forced by the disposition of everything around me, to be
always at least virtually conscious of the church.” For him, the centrality of the
church, and the heavenward reach of its steeple, unified and imparted meaning to the
entire landscape and seemed to draw all created things to their source in God.
Reflecting back on his experience of St. Antonin two decades later, he declares, “Oh,
what a thing it is, to live in a place that is so constructed that you are forced, in spite
of yourself, to be at least a virtual contemplative! Where all day long your eyes must
turn, again and again, to the House that hides the Sacramental Christ!”45
The move from New York to St. Antonin marked a significant milestone in
Merton’s life. Shannon speculates that it is here in St. Antonin that Merton’s spiritual
journey, which culminated in Gethsemani, truly began. Shannon writes, “He had
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come to a place where quiet, solitude, and a slower pace of life could begin to
nurture in him the inner springs of a spirituality as yet unrecognized.”46
Owen planned to settle in France with Merton. In 1925 he purchased a piece
of land on the slopes of a large hill and started to build a beautiful little stone house
with a medieval window and fireplace and a surrounding garden, though they never
had a chance to inhabit the house, as they moved to England in the spring of 1928.47
In France, Merton’s schooling was arranged with the Lycée Ingres at
Montauban. In the beginning, he struggled to fit in with his schoolmates, and was
bullied and beaten.48 This was a dark period of his life. As he recounts, “I knew for
the first time in my life the pangs of desolation and emptiness and abandonment.”49
Merton encountered many realities which frightened him at Montauban, as he
describes in My Argument with the Gestapo: “I am afraid of the cold walls of the
corridors in the Lycée . . . the gravel in the playgrounds . . . the sickly smell of the
blossoming acacias in the spring . . . the sound of the harsh Church bells . . . [and]
the rain that rained all winter . . . carrying away trees and dead cattle.”50 Shannon
remarks that, if “St. Antonin was called the place of ‘virtual contemplation,’ of
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presence, Montauban and its Lycée are the place of ‘abandonment,’ of absence, of
darkness.”51
While at the Lycée, he gained mastery of the French language. In addition, he
became involved with a group of young intellectuals and began to write novels and
essays.52 Nevertheless, the Lycée had represented a period of deep darkness and
desolation for Merton. In 1928, Owen returned to St. Antonin from England after
one of his exhibits in London, collected his son from the Lycée, and announced that
they would be moving straightaway to England. In that moment, Merton felt the
prison walls crumbling around him—he was finally freed from the hated Lycée.
Feeling as though chains had been struck from his hands, he declared: “How the light
sang on the brick walls of the prison whose gates had just burst open before me. . .
.my escape from the Lycée was, I believe, providential.”53 Though he looked
forward to England with great joy, he left France with a sense of sadness and regret
that “we never lived in the house that Father built.”54
2.1.4 Studies at Oakham School

Merton was enrolled in Oakham School in the autumn of 1929. During the
three years of his studies there, he faced various experiences which indelibly shaped
his life and spirituality, including his studies in the public school, the illness and the
death of his father, the visit of the Jenkins family with John Paul, in which Merton’s
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financial future was discussed, the guardianship of Dr. Tom Izod Bennett after
Owen’s death, and, after graduation from Oakham, his visit to Rome. Merton reflects
on his development at Oakham:
In this quiet back-water, under the trees full of rooks, I was to spend three
and a half years getting ready for a career. Three and a half years were a
short time: but when they were over, I was a very different person from
the embarrassed and clumsy and more or less well-meaning, but interiorly
unhappy fourteen-year-old who came there with a suitcase and a brown
felt hat and a trunk and a plain wooden tuck-box.55
As Merton engaged in his studies, his teachers, especially the headmaster of
the school, Frank C. Doherty, recognized his extraordinary gifts. Realizing Merton’s
potential, Doherty allowed him to take the modern language program according to
his interest, while following the classics curriculum.56 His intellectual curiosity and
capacity were incomparable. John Barber, a native of Oakham and a classmate of
Merton, remarked that “he had a brain that was bigger than the curriculum.”57
Merton shared his ideas through articles, essays and novels.
In 1930, Pop and Bonnemaman, along with John Paul, came to England to
visit Owen, who by this time was seriously ill. At this time, they discussed Merton’s
(and John Paul’s) financial affairs and the future of Merton’s studies.58 Merton
realized that once again he would encounter tragedy in his life, as his father’s health
was deteriorating rapidly due to a malignant brain tumor. In 1931, Owen Merton
died, leaving Merton and John Paul orphans. Merton recalls with great pain and deep
55
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affection the relationship he had with his father: “here was a man with a wonderful
mind and a great talent and a great heart: and what was more, he was the man who
had brought me into the world, and had nourished me and cared for me and had
shaped my soul and to whom I was bound by every possible kind of bond of
affection.”59
After Owen died, Tom Bennett—Owen’s long-time friend and physician,
and Merton’s godfather—was put in charge of Merton’s finances and studies.
Merton stayed with Bennett and his wife in London. Bennett treated Merton as a
“grown-up,” even though he was still a teenager, and profoundly influenced his
intellectual and personal development during this period of his life.
The death of his father had left him with an unbearable sadness, and
devoid of any sense of God. He was depressed and confused, without grounding
or internal compass. As Shannon describes it, “There were no moorings to tie his
ship to and no rudder to direct it, and he was on the open sea.”60 Reflecting back
on this painful period of his life, Merton writes,
It was in this year . . . that the hard crust of my dry soul finally squeezed
out all the last traces of religion that had ever been in it. There was no
room for God in that empty temple of dust and rubbish . . . And so I
became the complete twentieth-century man . . . a true citizen of my own
disgusting century: the century of poison gas and atomic bombs… a man
with veins full of poison, living in death.61
Without guidance, direction, faith, or stability, his life was in a downward spiral.
Nevertheless, his rediscovery of a favorite childhood poet, William Blake, would
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prove to be a stabilizing influence for him, and key to his development as an artist
and a visionary. Blake’s artistic vision was a conduit of grace and hope for
Merton, stirring in him the awakenings of faith.62
In 1932, he completed the higher certificate examination in French,
German and Latin. The final semester was spent in preparation for a scholarship
to Cambridge.63 At the end of his studies at Oakham, Merton experienced a sense
of freedom, feeling that he could “stretch out his hands,” and achieve what he
wanted in life.64 He realized that he was becoming an adult.
Merton looked back on his experience at Oakham with profound affection
for and gratitude to the institution. He appreciated the simplicity, the sincerity,
and the genuineness of his teachers and schoolmates. Though there were moments
he felt loneliness, he was able to convert those times into solitude. Merton
gradually began to enjoy silence, solitude, peace and quiet—with himself and
with nature.65
2.2 YOUNG ADULTHOOD AND THE STIRRINGS OF VOCATION
2.2.1 Rome
Merton won the scholarship to Cambridge for which he had applied in his last
semester at Oakham. In the fall of 1933, at age 18, he entered Clare College, Cambridge.
Before beginning Cambridge, however, he traveled to Italy. In Rome, Merton began to
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encounter the Christian past in the great churches, with their impressive frescos and
mosaics. He was deeply attracted to the Byzantine mosaics and began to frequent the
churches and chapels where they were housed. He was suddenly struck by the reality that
the Church represented Christ: the “Christ of the Apocalypse, the Christ of the Martyrs,
the Christ of the Fathers . . . the Christ of St. John, and of St. Paul, and of St. Augustine
and St. Jerome and all the Fathers—and of the Desert Fathers. It is Christ God, Christ
King. . . ”66 Merton recounts that it was in Rome, in gazing upon the ancient frescoes and
mosaics, that his conception of Christ was formed. “It was there,” he writes, that “I first
saw Him, Whom I now serve as my God and my King, and Who owns and rules my
life.”67
He recalls a significant incident which took place in Rome. While he was in his
room in the pension at night, Merton felt the presence of his late father, communicating
to him the perilous state of his soul. He recounts:
I was overwhelmed with a sudden and profound insight into the misery
and corruption of my own soul, and I was pierced deeply with a light that
made me realize something of the condition I was in, and I was filled with
horror at what I saw, and my whole being rose up in revolt against what
was within me, and my soul desired escape and liberation and freedom
from all this with an intensity and an urgency unlike anything I had ever
known before. And now I think for the first time in my whole being I
really began to pray—praying not with my lips and my intellect and my
imagination, but praying out of the very roots of my life and my being,
and praying to God, the God that I had never known, to reach down
towards me out of his darkness and to help me to get free of the thousand
terrible things that held my will in their slavery.68
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However this experience may be interpreted, either by Merton himself or his
readers, one thing was quite certain to Merton as he looked back upon the event
thirteen years later: “this was really a grace, and a great grace.”69 Shannon
speculates that the monk writing his autobiography may have been “projecting
onto the young man [in Rome] the moral lapses that would occur later that year at
Clare College, Cambridge.”70 Whatever the significance of the event, one thing
was certain: Merton was driven to prayer and surrender to God in a way he had
never experienced before, though this initial awakening to faith would subside for
a time, and give way to a life of debauchery, as he “swept into the dark, sinister
atmosphere of Cambridge.”71
2.2.2 Cambridge

After his unforgettable voyage to Rome in October 1933, Merton proceeded to
New York for summer vacation, and returned to England for his freshman year at Clare
College, Cambridge. Though Clare was considered one of the most beautiful colleges at
Cambridge, for Merton, it was a very dark period in his life. Merton’s study there was
short-lived: after one year, he left the college in disgrace and despair
During his time there, he lacked concentration and commitment to his studies. He
fathered a child illegitimately, participated in a mock crucifixion at a drunken fraternity
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party, and lost his academic scholarship.72 Shannon sums up Merton’s disastrous year at
Cambridge:
It was as if the lack of any real guidance in his youth and the loneliness
that had set him apart almost from his childhood caught up with him. . . he
was frightened at what seemed to be a life without meaning or purpose. He
knew he was drifting. He could choose either to turn his life about or to
squeeze out of life all the pleasures he could get. . . he spent more time at
the Lion Inn and the Red Cow Bar than he did his studies. He read Freud
and decided that sexual repression was unhealthy. Drinking and
womanizing aptly describe all too much of his time at Clare. His sexual
drives, unaccompanied by any sense of their true human meaning, led to
disaster, not just for him but for the unmarried woman who bore his
child.73
He was emotionally crushed, hopeless and guilt-ridden. He had reached the nadir
of his existence, and at this point, he had “touched bottom,” morally, spiritually,
and academically.74
In 1965, Merton, reflecting back on his time at Cambridge, writes, “There
were whole seasons of insecurity, largely when I was under twenty-one and
followed friends who were not really my own kind.” He speaks of a deep regret at

72

Inchausti,10. It is important to note here that both the mother and the child were killed in the London
bombings. During this period, the fraternity parties and so forth were not as significant as was the paternity
issue, which was ultimately a large part of the reason for the loss of his scholarship at Cambridge.
73

Shannon, SL, 73.

74

Ibid.,75. Despite the darkness of Cambridge, Merton notes one grace—his encounter with the greatest of
Catholic poets—Dante Alighieri. In the Divine Comedy, Dante traces the three interior movements of a
human soul: Inferno (Hell), Purgatorio (purgatory) and Paradiso (paradise). Through these three processes
a soul is purified from the seven capital sins of pride, greed, gluttony, lust, sloth, envy and anger. As the
consequences of the purification, the soul progresses in deeper interior knowledge and experience of the
Divine. See Christopher Kleinhenz’s Movement and Meaning in the Divine Comedy: Toward an
Understanding of Dante’s Processional Poetics,” Bernardo Lecture Series, No.14, accessed July 22, 2017,
http://www.sunypress.edu/p-5395-movement-and-meaning-in-the-div.aspx. The title of Merton’s
autobiography, The Seven Storey Mountain, takes its shape from the “seven-circled mountain of Dante’s
Purgatorio.” William H. Shannon, Christine M. Bochan, Patrick F. O’Connell, ed., The Thomas Merton
Encyclopedia (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2002), 424. (Hereafter cited as TME); The theme in
The Seven Storey Mountain, mirroring the tripartite movement of the Comedy, is the “gradual purification”
of Merton’s “desires,” as he progresses from the “false love” of his youthfulness to the “love of God and of
the things of the spirit.” Merton, SSM, 122-123. See also Shannon, TME, 424.

58

“my lack of love, my selfishness, and glibness which covered a profound shyness
and an urgent need for love. My glibness with girls who after all did love me, I
think, for a time. My fault was my inability to believe it and my efforts to get
complete assurance and perfect fulfillment.”75
The news of Merton’s loose living at Clare College reached his guardian,
who confronted Merton and asked for an account of his shameful comportment.
With his scholarship to Cambridge cancelled, Merton left England for New York,
advised in no uncertain terms by Bennett not to return. He was shattered and
acutely aware of his brokenness. Moreover, he was not clear where he was
headed. The Europe he left behind in November 1934 “was a sad and unquiet
continent, full of forebodings.”76 When Merton got back to the United States,
though freed from his entanglements at Cambridge, he was spiritually and morally
adrift.
2.2.3 Columbia
Merton entered Columbia University in January 1935. With the help of many
inspiring people, he flourished at Columbia. “The lights seemed to go on in his life,”
writes Shannon.77 Some of the factors which played a vital role in Merton’s intellectual,
moral, personal, and spiritual growth at Columbia included the building of good
relationships with friends and faculty, the death of his grandparents, his conversion to
Catholicism, his encounter with Brahmachari, and his devotion to Mary.
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During his time at Columbia, he forged lasting friendships with several prominent
thinkers, including Robert Lax, Daniel Walsh, Edward Rice, and Mark Van Doren,
among others.78 In his book Love and Living, penned in 1965, he reflects on his time at
Columbia:
The thing I always liked best about Columbia was the sense that the
university was on the whole glad to turn me loose in its library, its
classrooms, and among its distinguished faculty, and let me make what I
liked out of it all. I did. And I ended up being turned on like a pinball
machine by Blake, Thomas Aquinas, Augustine, Eckhart, Coomaraswamy,
Traherne, Hopkins, Maritain, and the sacraments of the Catholic Church.79
One of the faculty members who had a profound influence on Merton at Columbia was
his English literature professor Mark Van Doren. Van Doren’s pedagogy made a great
impact on students, teaching them to think critically in response to his thought-provoking
questions. His classes were educational in the truest sense of the word in that he did not
impose his ideas on the students, but in communicating to them his own vital interest in
things, equipped the students to form their own thoughts and draw their own
conclusions.80 Van Doren persuaded Merton that “by age eighteen or nineteen, one
finally has had enough experiences to read literature profitably.” 81 Deeply inspired by
Van Doren, and more broadly, life at Columbia, Merton blossomed, throwing “himself
into his writing and into his studies—becoming the editor of the yearbook, a member of
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all the literary clubs, an athlete on the track team, and a brother of the Alpha Delta Phi
fraternity.”82
During this time of literary fecundity and personal growth, however, Merton
faced yet another great loss in his life. In 1936, his grandfather died. Pop had made a
great impact on Merton’s life. Merton’s relationship with Pop was genuine, open and
free. As Merton remained near the coffin of his grandfather, without any compulsion, he
spontaneously knelt down and prayed for him.
A year later, in 1937, Merton lost his grandmother. As he faced the death of
Bonnemaman, who by now was seriously ill and suffering deeply, he uttered a prayer
“for her to live, although in some sense it was obviously better that she should die. . . I
was saying within myself: ‘You Who made her, let her go on living.’”83 As it happened,
she lived for several more weeks. Merton later expressed hope that during this time, God
was imparting grace to her for the salvation of her soul. At this point, though he had not
yet embraced an explicit Christian faith, he looked to the “supreme Principle of life”
itself, as life was for him “the only good.” He muses: “And now twice I had prayed,
though I continued to think I believed in nothing.”84
In February 1937, Merton was captured by Etienne Gilson’s work The Spirit of
Medieval Philosophy, which he had espied in the window of Scribner’s Bookshop in
Manhattan. Merton was attracted by the title of the book but was disappointed to discover
that the book had the approval of the church authorities, as indicated in small print on the
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first page by the “Nihil Obstat . . . Imprimatur.” He was immediately dismayed and
disgusted, feeling he had been cheated, as he was not eager to read any book associated
with the Catholic hierarchy. Though as an aesthete, he was naturally drawn to Catholic
culture, he had always been afraid of the Catholic Church.85 Despite his repugnance,
Merton read the book rather than disposing of it as he was tempted to do. Gilson’s book
enabled Merton to discover a new and palatable concept of God, that of aseitas: “God
exists by reason of Himself . . . is Being itself,” as the pure act of existence.86
Before reading this book, Merton had not possessed an adequate understanding of
what Christians meant by the concept of “God.” Prior to this time, he had always
presumed the Christian God to be “a noisy and dramatic and passionate character, a
vague, jealous, hidden being, the objectification of all [Christians’] own desires and
strivings and subjective ideals.” He pondered, “How could this fatuous, emotional thing
be without beginning and without end, the creator of all?”87
However, as a result of reading Gilson and discovering this concept of God,
Merton “at once acquired an immense respect for Catholic philosophy and for the
Catholic Church.” Most importantly, however, he “recognized that faith was something
that had a very definite meaning and a most cogent necessity.”88 He began to attend
church services at the Zion Episcopal Church, where his father had once worked as an
organist. Furthermore, though he was attracted by the Quakers, the tradition of his
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mother, he “was drawn much more imperatively to the Catholic Church.”89 This interest
in Catholicism would intensify over the course of the year.
After graduating from Columbia in January 1938, Merton continued on there in
the Master’s program in English, writing a thesis entitled “Nature and Art in William
Blake: An Essay in Interpretation.”90 The writing of the thesis helped him to finally
reconcile the artistic and mystical dimensions of human experience in the encounter with
nature. With Blake, the thesis repudiated a rationalistic, imitative, and merely sensible
understanding of art, proposing an interpretive approach to nature and art through the lens
of an imaginative and sacramental vision, one which understood art “as a natural
analogue of mystical experience.”91
While in the Master’s program, Merton began to recognize the stirrings of God’s
call in his life, and specifically, his desire to embrace Catholicism. A Hindu friend,
Mahanambrata Brahmachari, though aware of Merton’s spiritual quest and interest in
Eastern mysticism, encouraged Merton’s journey into Catholicism. “There are many
beautiful mystical books written by the Christians. You should read St. Augustine’s
Confessions, and the Imitation of Christ,” he urged. And then he repeated, “Yes, you
must read those books.”92 Merton was indeed eager to read and reflect on these books and
was deepening his knowledge of and desire for the Catholic faith. Later he would come to
realize the wisdom of Brahmachari’s advice, recognizing that a person must be “firmly
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grounded in his or her own religious beliefs before he or she can achieve any meaningful
understanding of other religious traditions.”93
During this time, Merton began attending daily Mass. On the first day, as he
entered the Corpus Christi Church, the churches of France and Italy “flooded his
memories.” He recalls that “the richness and fullness of the atmosphere of Catholicism
that I had not been able to avoid apprehending and loving as a child, came back to me
with a rush: but now I was to enter into it fully for the first time.”94 He participated
enthusiastically in the liturgy and was inspired by the sermon, but he left at the
consecration with the sense that he did not belong there. Participation in the liturgy was a
transformative experience for Merton. Moving around in New York, he felt that he
“walked in a new world.”95 Even the ugly buildings of Columbia were transformed by the
sacramental grace and power of Christ.96
Merton read the biography of Gerard Manley Hopkins, and the author’s debate
with himself about becoming a Catholic became Merton’s own struggle. Prompted by the
Spirit, and inspired by Hopkins’ conversion experience, Merton sought out Father George
Barry Ford at Corpus Christi Church in the fall of 1938 and expressed his desire to
become a Catholic. The priest prepared him for the reception of the sacraments.97 On
November 16, 1938, Merton received the sacraments of Baptism and First Holy
Communion. Recalling the day of his baptism, he writes,
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I had entered into the everlasting movement of that gravitation which is
the very life and spirit of God: God’s own gravitation towards the depths
of His own infinite nature, His goodness without end. And God, that
center who is everywhere, and whose circumference is nowhere, finding
me, through incorporation with Christ, incorporated into this immense and
tremendous gravitational movement which is love, which is the Holy
Spirit, loved me. And he called out to me from His own immense depths.98
Through the sacrament of Baptism, he grasped that God would direct his path and that he
would walk under the guidance of God. He reflects that, “It was for this that Christ had
died on the Cross, and for this that I was now baptized, and had within me the living
Christ, melting me into Himself in the fires of His love. This was the call that came to me
with my Baptism.”99 This call summoned him to an “appalling responsibility,” one which
he felt unable to heed with fidelity absent a “miracle of grace.” Though Baptism had
opened new paths of conversion in Merton, in this first year after his baptism, he was
without direction, uncertain as how to proceed in the spiritual life.100
Gradually, Merton came to recognize the immense power of Mary in the Christian
life. He realized that Christians do not truly understand her significance as the bearer of
grace and succor. Through her, grace entered the world, because she participated in the
salvation of humanity. Merton declares that, “She is the Mother of Christ still, His
Mother in our souls. She is the Mother of the supernatural life in us. Sanctity comes to us
through her intercession. God has willed that there be no other way.”101 Mary is the font
of the wisdom, poverty, and holiness of all the saints. To know her in her hidden sanctity
is to find great wisdom. Merton would come to conclude that ultimately “all our sanctity
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depends on her maternal love.”102 This abiding devotion to Mary would anchor his soul
throughout the rest of his life, and find its ultimate expression in his Cistercian
spirituality. It was the solitude, sorrow of heart, and compassion of Mary for her suffering
and abandoned Son that would indelibly shape his contemplative spirituality.103
Though Merton had left Cambridge in 1934 in shame, rootlessness, and spiritual
darkness, he finished his time at Columbia having walked into “a new world,” now a
baptized Catholic cognizant of the deep stirrings of desire for the consecrated life. In
October of the same year, he would recognize explicitly his desire to be a priest.
2.2.4 Merton’s Vocational Journey

Merton’s lifelong journey toward monastic vocation was the outcome of his
relentless search for God. Padovano suggests that Merton’s religious vocation may have
begun to take root when his father Owen was on his death bed and started to draw figures
of the Byzantine saints, which he had never sketched before.104 When Merton had visited
Rome in 1932, a year after his father’s death, he was deeply attracted by the beauty of the
city and haunted by the Byzantine mosaics in the churches that housed them, recalling his
father’s artistic inspiration on his deathbed. Merton had prayed in the Church of Santa
Sabina in Rome. At the Trappist monastery there, for the first time, he recognized the
desire to be a Trappist monk, though he was not yet a Catholic nor even attracted to
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Catholicism at that point.105 The conversion experience and call to vocation which had
been awakened in Rome continued to unfold throughout his life, from St. Bonaventure to
Gethsemani.
2.2.4.1 Discernment of Vocation to the Priesthood
In late 1939, Merton was living in Greenwich Village and working on the novel to
which he would give the name The Labyrinth. By this time, his desire to be a priest had
become explicit. Merton went to the Jesuit Church of St. Francis Xavier on Sixteenth
Street in New York City to spend time in prayer. While he was participating in the
Eucharistic benediction, he felt confusion and interior probing, as well as inexplicable
joy.106 As he gazed upon the Host on the altar, the Lord confronted him with a simple
though profound question, “Do you really want to be a priest?” In that moment, Merton
expressed his heart’s longing: “Yes I want to be a priest, with all my heart I want it. If it
is Your will, make me a priest—make me a priest.”107 When he uttered those words, he
recognized the power of the union that had been sealed between himself and God.108
With great anticipation, he approached Fr. Ford, the priest at Corpus
Christi Church, and expressed his deep desire to be a priest in any of the religious
orders. Fr. Ford advised him to become a secular priest, but Merton was not
happy with this proposal. The Gospel injunction to “Give up everything to the
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poor and follow me!” encouraged Merton to remain firm in his resolve to embrace
a religious life.109
Merton therefore decided to meet Daniel Walsh, whose course on Aquinas
he had taken at Columbia, and with his help discerned joining the Franciscan.110
Walsh directed him to meet Fr. Edmund Murphy, a Franciscan priest. Murphy
inquired about Merton’s childhood, family, vocation, Church, sacraments,
material needs, and studies, and then accepted him into the Franciscan order as a
friar, with the understanding that he would enter the novitiate in the summer of
1940.111
Early in 1940, while he was awaiting his entry into the novitiate and
teaching at the extension school at Columbia, Merton sought to grow in mental
prayer by contemplating the mysteries of the life of Christ in the Spiritual
Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola. Through the “composition of place,” in which
he sat before Jesus, Mary and Joseph in the house at Nazareth and listened to their
dialogue, he recognized the dimension of venial sin.112 Shannon comments that
“the ugliness of venial sin led him to reflect on the importance of mortification in
the Christian life and brought him once again to the theme of giving up
everything.”113 Merton had never before thought about the existence of venial sin
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in his life.114 His resolve to renounce everything and take up the cross and follow
Jesus Christ took on new urgency at this time in his life.
In the summer of 1940, as he eagerly anticipated his entry into the
novitiate, Merton was suddenly struck with severe “scruples.” He decided to
return to New York City from Olean, where he was living on campus for the
summer, and share with Fr. Murphy his past life at Cambridge.115 After Merton
shared the troubled moments of his history, the Franciscans refused to accept him
into the novitiate. Merton recalls that with a broken heart, he prayed, “My God,
please take me into the monastery. But anyway, whatever You want, Your will be
done.”116 Merton struggled to accept this experience as God’s will and reflected
painfully on his rejection by Fr. Murphy:
He saw that I was only a recent convert, not yet two years in the Church.
He saw that I had an unsettled life, and that my vocation was by no means
sure, and that I was upset with doubts and misgivings. The novitiate was
full, anyway. And when a novitiate is crammed with postulants year after
year it is time for somebody to reflect about the quality of the vocations
that are coming in. When there is such a crowd, you have to be careful that
a few who are less desirable do not float in on the tide with the rest. . .117
Heartbroken at not being allowed to continue in the Franciscan way of
life, Merton went to confession to share his struggles. However, the cold and
unsympathetic confessor did not understand his brokenness and pain, and
completely misunderstood Merton’s plight. He “began to tell me in very strong
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terms that I certainly did not belong in the monastery, still less the priesthood and,
in fact, gave me to understand that I was simply wasting his time and insulting the
Sacrament of Penance by indulging my self-pity in his confessional.” Merton
recalls his utter devastation after the incident: “I was completely broken in pieces.
I could not keep back the tears . . . so I prayed before the Tabernacle and the big
stone crucified Christ above the altar.”118 At this dark moment, Merton concluded,
“I must no longer consider that I had a vocation to the cloister.”119 He resolved
that if all the doors to the cloister were closed he would serve the Church in the
capacity of a layman. Having surrendered to what he perceived as God’s will,
Merton moved to St. Bonaventure University in Olean to teach English.120
2.2.4.2 From St. Bonaventure to Gethsemani
St. Bonaventure played a significant role in Merton’s life though it was for
a brief period, a time of transition and discerning of vocation. He recalls that this
was one of the “happiest periods” of his life. God had a plan for him and was
leading him on a necessary path to realizing that plan.121 He was deepening his
spiritual life through devotion to the Blessed Sacrament, spiritual readings, the
Stations of the Cross, the Divine Office, daily liturgy, and meditation. Though he
was engaged in teaching English Literature, he was living a semi-monastic life
during this time. He gave up all comforts and pleasure-seeking, including
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drinking, smoking, gambling, and movies, and rejected all the books he
considered detrimental to his moral and spiritual well-being.122 In so doing, he
began to enjoy a deep sense of peace, freedom, and joy. As he recounts,
My will was in order, my soul was in harmony with itself and with God,
though not without battle, and without cost . . . there was in me the
profound, sure certitude of liberty, the moral certitude of Grace, of union
with God, which bred peace that could not be shattered or overshadowed
by any necessity to stand armed and ready for conflict. And this peace was
all-rewarding. It was worth everything. And every day it brought me back
to Christ’s altars, and to my daily Bread, that infinitely holy and mighty
and secret wholesomeness that was cleansing and strengthening my sick
being through and through, and feeding with His infinite life, my poor
shredded sinews of morality.123
During this period, it was the teaching of the literature of the Middle Ages to ninety
sophomores that brought him the deepest satisfaction and sense of wholeness with regard
to his work.
During Holy Week of 1941, Merton visited the monastery at the abbey of Our
Lady of Gethsemani, near Bardstown, Kentucky. He found in this place a profound peace
and joy in the deep silence, austerity, and prayer with the monks.124 According to
Shannon, “It was like a lover finding his beloved after years of futile searching . . . an
emotional and spiritual high all the while he was there.”125After the retreat, while
preparing to leave the monastery, he was already longing to return: “I desire only one
thing: to love God. Those who love Him, keep his commandments. I only desire to do
one thing: to follow His will. I pray that I am at least beginning to know what that may
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mean. Could it ever possibly mean that I might someday become a monk in this
monastery?”126 Merton’s life had been irrevocably transformed by this experience at
Gethsemani.
On November 28, 1941, after much prayer and discernment with regard to the
direction of his life, he met Fr. Philotheus and shared his strong desire to become a
Trappist monk. Philotheus advised Merton to go to Gethsemani for the Christmas
vacation and to share his whole story with the abbot. With gratitude and joy, Merton sang
a “Te Deum of thanks and praise” and returned to his room. Unable to sleep, he lay
pondering his future, which he fervently hoped would lie in Gethsemani, where time
would for him essentially stop and life would move to the interior: “In four weeks, with
God’s grace, I may be sleeping on a board! And there will be no more future—not in the
world, not in geography, not in travel, not in change, not in variety, conversations, new
work, new problems in writing, new friends—none of that, but a far better progress, all
interior and quiet!!!”127
At the beginning of December, he also received a letter from the draft board,
advising him that his prior exemption from the draft would no longer be valid in the face
of the escalating tensions of war. With a new sense of urgency, he decided to leave early
for Gethsemani, and closed the chapter of his life at St. Bonaventure with great haste. On
December 9, 1941, Merton took the evening train and began his journey toward
Gethsemani, hoping fervently to begin a new life in the Trappist monastery as a monk.128
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“Mile after mile,” he reminisces, “my desire to be in the monastery increased beyond
belief. I was all together absorbed in that one idea.”129 On December 10, Brother
Matthew opened the gate to him, asking, “This time have you come to stay?”130
2.3 MONASTIC JOURNEY: FOUR PHASES
Merton saw the monk as “a seeker of God,” who has given up everything to
possess God.131 He was inspired by the early Christian monks who withdrew from the
world to the deserts of Egypt and Syria to seek deep communion with God. They
considered “prayer, sacrifice and being alone” the best ways to seek God.132 Similarly,
Merton considered the goal of monastic life to be “praise and love of God,” in deep
silence and solitude.133
Merton’s monastic life may be divided into four phases. The first phase extends
from his entrance into the Abbey of Gethsemani in December 1941 to 1949, when he
took his final vows, published his autobiography, and was ordained a priest; the second
from 1950-1955, as the master of the scholastics; the third phase 1955-1965 as novice
master in the monastery; and the fourth phase from 1965-1968, which includes his life at
the hermitage, his journey to Asia, and his death.
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2.3.1. A New Life at Gethsemani (1941-1949)
A new door was opened for Merton at Gethsemani in 1941 as he began his
monastic life. Shannon describes Merton’s arrival at Gethsemani:
Merton arrived at Gethsemani on December 10, 1941. The first three days
he spent in the monastery Guest House, while the decision was being
made whether or not to accept him. Two days later, on December 13, the
feast of St. Lucy, he and another postulant were summoned to Father
Abbot’s office. He told them that they would make the community better
or worse. What they did would have an influence—for good or bad—on
others. Admonishing them that the names of Jesus and Mary should
always be on their lips, he extended his hand that they might kiss his ring,
and then he blessed them. Now accepted at Gethsemani, they entered into
the cloister.134
Father Abbot Dom Frederic Dunne officially welcomed him in an attitude of openness
and generosity. This was a decisive moment in Merton’s life. As he began the monastic
journey, the thought of newness was very much in his mind, just as the experience of
going to Mass for the first time at Corpus Christi Church had prompted him to say: “All I
know is that I walked in a new world.”135 In keeping with the significance of monks
leaving the world, a new name was given to Merton: Louis, which means “light.” Merton
reflects on the significance of entering the monastery in the time of Advent, the
beginning of a new liturgical year, musing that one can hardly find a more propitious
time to become a monk. At the beginning of the liturgical cycle, “everything that the
Church gives you to sing, every prayer that you say in and with Christ in His Mystical
body is a cry of ardent desire for grace, for help, for the coming of the Messiah, the
Redeemer.”136
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He recalls his first experience of encountering his novice master: “Father Master
was full of a most impressive simplicity and gentleness and kindness and we began to get
along together very well from that hour.”137 He asked Merton a few questions about his
capacity to sing, his fluency in French, his reason for becoming a Cistercian, whether he
had read the Life of St. Bernard, and about his baptism.138 After the interview, the father
master showed Merton and the other postulant the way to the novitiate chapel and
together they prayed before the Blessed Sacrament.139 Merton experienced the goodness
and kindness of the Lord through his Novice Master and felt welcomed and accepted as a
new member of the monastery.
Merton came to the monastery occupied with the crucially important business of
“finding out God’s will.”140 He entered as a talented young man: a voracious reader, a
poet, artist, musician, and especially, a gifted writer. As he relates, “I brought all the
instincts of a writer with me into the monastery, and I knew that I was bringing them,
too.”141 However, he had entered thinking to “give up everything . . . for the love of God
and use it in the service of God. Shannon speculates that this “everything” must have
included writing. 142 However, his superiors encouraged him to continue writing.
Merton’s writing talents connected him with the world he had left behind. The monastic
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life provided Merton the context in which he produced some of the great spiritual
literature of the twentieth century.143
Moreover, it was in the process of writing itself that he grew into monkhood.
Patrick Hart and Jonathan Montaldo explain the paradoxical nature of this process:
Merton became a monk by writing about becoming a monk. He allowed
the form of his particular monastic vocation to reveal itself to him in
sequences of experience paradoxical to his readers but holding for him a
dark clarity. He wrote about silence to become silent. He wrote about his
being lost so that God would find him quickly. He hid himself from the
world by fully disclosing himself to it.144
Merton wrote on contemplation because he lived the contemplative life. In an attitude of
contemplation, he accepted the challenges and blessings of seeking God, which laid the
foundation for his monastic life.
2.3.1.1 Learning the Cistercian Way of Life
Merton lived as a monk in the Abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani from December
10, 1941, until his death near Bangkok on December 10, 1968. During the first phase of
his monastic life, he was prepared for the priesthood and was ordained on May 26, 1949.
When he entered the monastery, he had a limited knowledge of the monastic life. His
mind was centered only on the Trappist motto, “God Alone,” which was painted over the
door of the entrance to the old guest quarters in Gethsemani.145 He was drawn by the
simplicity and austerity of the Cistercian way of life. In a letter to his closest friends
composed two weeks after he entered, he writes, “This is the one place where everything
143
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makes sense. . . . Everything that was good when I was a kid, when I was in England,
when I was anywhere, has been brought back to life here.”146 He noted that the things
failing to promote human growth, such as “pride, vanity, arguments, selfishness,
ambition, showing off,” are not welcomed in the monastery.147 In a letter to Lax, Merton
speaks of the sweetness of his life at Gethsemani: “It is very good and sweet to be
occupied with God only, and to sit simply in His presence and shut up and be healed by
the mere fact God likes to be in your soul.”148At the same time, this immersion into
God’s healing love and presence has relational implications in that love of God and
neighbor cannot be separated. Thus, one begins to love others to the greatest extent
possible through one’s own actions, and to desire their salvation.149
In preparation to be a monk, Merton was introduced into a life style that is
commonly called “life under rule” (vita regularis). One day, Father Abbot explained to
Merton that a monk in Gethsemani should expect “the Cross, sickness, contradictions,
troubles, sorrows, humiliations, fasts, sufferings, and, in general, everything that human
nature hates.”150 Merton accepted the rules and guidance of the monastery without any
complaints. And he observed that one of the charitable acts which can be practiced in the
monastery is that of “keeping the Rule as perfectly as one can, even when it seems silly,
because it is the fact of everybody doing things according to the Rule that stops
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arguments and opposition and fights and leads people to go about quiet and happy.”151 As
an aspirant, he was accompanied and instructed by a master on the basics of monastic
thought, the rule of life, the cycle of prayer, and the culture of monasticism, until he was
admitted to the novitiate. Merton accepted the instructions of the master with an attitude
of openness and generosity.152
Merton recognized that at this stage, the goal of the monastic life is for the monk
to grow in deep union with the Lord. In the aspirancy and novitiate, Merton was
gradually growing in contemplative prayer. He recalls:
I was hidden in the secrecy of His protection. He was surrounding me
constantly with the work of His love, His wisdom and His mercy . . .
sometimes I would be preoccupied with problems that seemed to be
difficult and seemed to be great, and yet when it was all over the answers
that I worked out did not seem to matter much anyway. . . He had worked
the solution into the very tissue of my own life and substance and
existence by the wise incomprehensible weaving of His providence.153
Merton experienced total dependency upon, and trust in the Lord amidst the
realities of the monastery. A primary concern of this period in his life was to recover the
“authentically contemplative character of Cistercianism.”154 During this formative stage,
he therefore engaged in an intense study of St. Bernard and other Cistercian fathers.155
Merton recorded his personal experience every day of his monastic life. Hart and
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Montaldo explain that, “Writing a journal was Merton’s way of doing a poet’s ‘heart
work,’ a scholar’s ‘inner work,’ a monk’s ‘work of the cell.’”156
Merton desired only one thing: “solitude—to disappear into God, to be submerged
in His peace, to be lost in the secret of His Face.”157 He longed for the contemplative
silence that would deepen his union with God. However, at Gethsemani, “Doing things,
suffering things, thinking things, making tangible and concrete sacrifices for the love of
God—that is what contemplation seems to mean.” He took issue with the notion of
“active contemplation,” questioning if this was indeed a legitimate form of true
“contemplation.”158
After completing the novitiate, Merton took the temporary vows and pursued his
theological studies to the priesthood. Since the monks were not sent out for studies, he
was tutored under a priest in the monastery “in the scholastic treatises of dogmatic and
moral theology, as well as an introduction to a smattering of canon law and the other
courses needed by a priest.”159 During this stage of spiritual formation, he was deepening
his knowledge of the teachings of the church.
After eight years of study, inner struggles, and conflicts, Merton was ordained on
May 26, 1949.160 In his priestly ordination, he felt he had found his true identity and
destiny: “at last, I have found the place in the universe that has been destined for me by
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the mercy of God.”161 As a priest, he believed that Christ in the Eucharist is a visible,
tangible sign of God’s love. The priesthood emerged for him as the integration “of his life
and the sacramental expression of God’s life.” The power of grace in the Mass evoked in
him the sense of the unity of “God’s love, solitude, and society.”162 Merton believed that
through the gift of his priesthood, he, along with every priest, shared the solitude of
Christ.163
2.3.2 The Discernment of Vocation (1951-1955)
Merton’s whole life consisted of growth in discernment and a continuous seeking
of God’s will through personal prayer, meditation, and contemplation on his spiritual,
religious and psychological experience.164 During the second phase of his monastic life,
which ran from the end of 1951 to the end of 1955, Merton went through an intense
process of self-reflection. The desire to seek God in deep silence, solitude, and simplicity
motivated him to consider other religious orders such as the Carthusians or the
Camaldolese, which afforded more solitude.
2.3.2.1 The Crisis in Vocation
During this second phase of his monastic life, Merton experienced intense
restlessness. The Carthusian charism had been in his mind even before he joined
Gethsemani, while he made the Holy Week retreat and read the Carthusian way of living
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the solitary life.165 Reading of this form of life, which he says pierced him “to the heart
like a knife,” he imagined, “What wonderful happiness there was, then, in the world!
There were still men on this miserable, noisy, cruel earth, who tasted the marvelous joy
of silence and solitude, who dwelt in forgotten mountain cells, in secluded monasteries,
where the news and desires and appetites and conflicts of the world no longer reached
them.”166
Merton struggled to live in the fullness of the blessings and challenges of the
monastic life at Gethsemani. The desire to join the Carthusians asserted itself as the
monastery at Gethsemani was becoming more crowded and the need to live a more
solitary life continued to grow in him. He writes; “all the time I was in the novitiate . . . I
had no temptations to leave the monastery . . . if the thought of a transfer did come to me,
as it did on occasion, it did not disturb my peace of mind or my belief that God wanted
me to be at Gethsemani. I did not come here for myself, but for God . . . He has put me in
this place because He wants me in this place.”167 Thus, while thoughts of the Carthusians
did not disturb him when he was in the novitiate, they surfaced later because of the
overcrowding and busyness of Gethsemani. Shannon observes that, “the problem
concerned not the reality of his monastic vocation but the place where God wanted him to
live that vocation.”168
Nevertheless, Merton was open to listening to his superiors and continued his life
at Gethsemani as the master of the scholastics, guiding and accompanying the young
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monks “to become good Cistercians.”169 He was committed to this responsibility to the
scholastics for five years and then was appointed as the master of novices. During this
time, Merton was facing the “tension between his public role and his private yearnings,”
while trying to keep a balance between the “vocations of writer and monk” and his
longing for “solitude.” His significant writings in this period include The Sign of Jonas,
The Silent Life, and Basic Principles of Monastic Spirituality.170
2.3.2.2 Conflict with Dom James
When Merton entered the monastery at Gethsemani in 1941, Dom Frederic Dunne
had been the abbot and Dom Robert the novice master. They accepted, encouraged and
loved Merton and he enjoyed a good relationship with these two holy people of the
monastery. Sadly, Abbot Dom Frederic died suddenly in 1948. Merton believed that Dom
Frederic had helped to shape his whole monastic vocation.171 In The Sign of Jonas,
Merton reflects:
It was he, together with my novice master, Dom Robert, who decided that
I should write books. It was he who firmly and kindly encouraged me and
indeed ordered me to continue, in spite of my own misgiving. . . I really
think Dom Frederic was more interested in The Seven Storey Mountain
than I was . . . He was glad that the book might find a way to convince
men of the reality of God’s love for us. . . He seemed to sense, in a way
that I did not, something of the effect the book might have. . . I shall never
forget the simplicity and affection with which he put the first copy of the
book in my hand. He did not say anything. . . But I knew that he was
happier about it than I could ever be. A few days later he was telling me to
go on writing, to love God, to be a man of prayer and humility, a monk
and a contemplative, and to help other men to penetrate the mystery of the
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love of God. It was the last time I ever spoke to him. . . His sympathy was
deep and real. . . I don’t know who was ever kinder to me.172
Since he had lost his own father at the age of sixteen, Merton certainly found in
Dom Frederic a good-hearted, loving, understanding, and encouraging father
figure. It was against this backdrop that Merton met Dom James Fox, who
succeeded Dom Frederic in 1948.173
In the initial stages of Merton’s relationship with the new abbot, James
Fox was kind and supportive. After some time, Merton began to share his
struggles, pains, and self doubts with Fox: “Dear Reverend Father, things are
pretty dark. I feel as if had a hole burnt out of my heart. My soul is empty. . .
Please pray for me and bless me.”174 Dom James misunderstood Merton and
considered him to be a troubled person struggling to prove himself.175 The longterm struggle between them began with this experience.
According to Merton, there were deep-rooted problems in the monastery
with Dom James Fox serving as abbot. He relates that the monastery was
effectively becoming a commercial transaction center to increase the production
of cheese, bacon, ham, and fruit cakes. It seemed that the true monastic life was
being eclipsed by the commercial aspects of the enterprise. At the same time, a
rigid and authoritarian imposition of the Rule affected the spiritual growth of the
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individuals.176 Edward Rice, a close friend of Merton, paints a picture of life in
Gethsemani:
The letter of the Rule was killing, and the large number of applicants and
the high rate of their subsequent leaving shows the dichotomy: men were
attracted by what Merton saw in monasticism and what he wrote about it,
and turned away by the life as it was dictated by the abbot . . . Many
novices left sooner or later, and leaving was a constant temptation for
Merton himself, much as he tried to pretend it was not.177
In spite of Merton’s conflict with Dom James, the abbot entrusted Merton with
the responsibility of master of scholastics at Gethsemani in 1951. This enabled
him to be the academic advisor and spiritual director for those preparing for the
priesthood. As a spiritual guide to the scholastics, Merton continued to nurture
their vocation even though he struggled to discern his own vocation—whether to
leave or remain at Gethsemani.178 His writings, especially The Sign of Jonas,
reflect wisdom and compassion for himself and the young scholastics for whom
he was caring.179
During this time his health was severely affected by the unhealthy food at
the monastery (processed cheese and white bread, watery soup from leftovers, and
so forth) as well as the irrational application of the Rules and the extra works.
Moreover, the mystical quest to encounter the divine was causing him deep
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restlessness, and he experienced dryness spiritually, mentally, psychologically,
and intellectually.180
He longed to be a solitary monk in order to deepen his relationship with the Lord,
and his interest in the Carthusian charterhouse never left him. In 1953, Merton wrote a
petition which reached the Prefect of Religious in Rome, requesting to be transferred to
the Carthusians, which was denied. He sometimes thought of going to Mount Athos to
live a more solitary life—to be a hermit “among the colonies of Greek and Russian
Orthodox monks.”181 Dom James and the Abbot General Gabriel Sortais strongly
opposed Merton’s transfer to another order. Therefore, in 1953, Dom James provided an
unexpected opportunity for Merton to experience greater solitude. At Gethsemani, a tool
shed was changed into a “hermitage” for Merton, which he named “St. Anne’s.”182 For
Merton, St. Anne’s “became a symbol of unity, where the whole world came together.”183
His extended periods in complete solitude with himself, God, and the natural world were
some of the most joyful and tranquil periods of his vocation, and would prove to be
fertile ground for his reflections on silence and meditation.184 “How rich for me has been
the silence of this little house, which is nothing more than a toolshed,” he muses.185 It
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was here at St. Anne’s that he penned Thoughts in Solitude, parts of No Man is an Island,
and Bread in the Wilderness.186
Recognizing the problems of the monastery, Merton wrote an essay
entitled “Neurosis in Monastic Life,” which unfolded the relationship between
religion and the unconscious. This would lead Merton to a later conflict in 1956
with the Catholic psychoanalyst Gregory Zilboorg, who confronted Merton with
the claim that, “his desire to write was evidence of an inability to commit himself
to monasticism and charged him with personal inauthenticity. Merton was deeply
insulted by these remarks, but agreed to undergo psychotherapy when he got back
to Kentucky.” The psychotherapist, James Wygal, found Merton to be an
integrated person, and as a consequence of this diagnosis, Merton kept on writing
with more courage and conviction than before.187
In spite of his troubled relationship with Merton, Dom James chose him as
his confessor. This would seem to suggest, as Roger Lipsey infers, a conflict in
Dom James himself with regard to Merton. On the one hand, he considered
Merton very discerning, insightful, and penetrating, and deemed him a good artist,
poet, writer and thinker. On the other hand, he considered him emotionally out of
balance, immature, impetuous, and unstable.188 Through the difficult years with
Dom James, Merton’s quality of prayer life and spiritual insight deepened
substantially.
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2.3.2.3 Accepting God’s Will
Merton was still in the process of discerning his vocation to leave Gethsemani
and join another order for more solitude and silence. His desire to seek a transfer did not
really subside until the fall of 1955. Dom James had consistently attempted to persuade
Merton to continue his life as a monk at Gethsemani. In 1955, Merton contacted the
Carthusians and the Camaldolese. He also kept in contact with Archbishop Montini (later
Pope Paul VI) of Milan as well as with Monsignor Larraona, Secretary of the Sacred
Congregation for Religious, regarding his desire to change orders.189 However,
unbeknownst to Merton, Dom James, realizing that Merton’s departure would cause a
scandal and reveal the negative side of the monastery, sought to undermine Merton’s
cause.190 He considered Merton to be a “public figure” in the community of Gethsemani
and “in the great world outside, both Catholic and non-Catholic.”191 Furthermore, he was
responsible for forty scholastics who respected him as a man of profound spiritual wealth.
If Merton were to leave, James reasoned in a letter to Dom Jean Leclercq, “it would be a
great source of scandal to our young professed and would betray them into the spirit of
instability and change.”192 In brief, from Dom James’ perspective, Merton’s leaving
would reflect quite “unfavorably” on Gethsemani, and give scandal because this famous
monastic writer was leaving his monastery, one that he praised highly in The Seven
Storey Mountain.193 Ultimately, the decision was reached in a consensus among Montini,
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Larraona, Dom James, and Gabriel Sortais, discouraging Merton’s request for a transfer.
Montini kindly suggested that the way to know God’s will for his life was through
submission to his spiritual superiors.194
Merton formalized his submission in a letter of October 18, 1955, in which he
consented to Abbot General Sortais’ request to stay at Gethsemani. Merton writes that the
abbot General’s recommendations, joined with those of Monsignors Montini and
Larraona,
give me the most complete assurance that it would be most imprudent for
me to leave Gethsemani or at least the Order and that there would not be
much to gain. So I am quite sure I know God’s will on this point, and I
accept it willingly with the most complete peace and without regrets. This
gives me the opportunity to sacrifice an appeal, a dream, an ideal, to
embrace God’s will in faith. Now it is over, and I promise you I will not
worry you any more with this business.195
Merton’s restlessness to leave the Cistercian order was settled when he surrendered to
what he perceived to be God’s will. In so doing, he came to understand that the
restlessness he experienced was not directed toward joining a new the religious order but
the desire to seek God in deeper solitude. The acceptance of God’s will as mediated
through his superiors enabled Merton to accept the new responsibility of accompanying
the novices with generosity.196

194

Furlong, 210-211.

195

Thomas Merton, School of Charity: The Letters of Thomas Merton on Religious Renewal and Spiritual
Direction, ed. Patrick Hart (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990), 92.
196

Ibid., 156-157.

88

2.3.3 The Role of Novice Master and Turn to the World (1956-1965)
The third period of monastic life, extending from early 1956 through August
1965, corresponds to most of Merton’s term as Gethsemani’s novice master. It is also the
time when he opened up to the world again and became involved in social and political
issues. Merton’s monastic writings during this period are marked by a concern with
monastic reform, and enforced by the call for the renewal of religious life during the
Second Vatican Council.197
2.3.3.1 Accompanying the novices
In 1955, Abbot James Fox appointed Merton as the master of novices at
Gethsemani.198 Merton was always loyal to the novices as well as to the authorities. He
was an inspiring novice master—intellectually, spiritually, and psychologically.199 He
carried out this responsibility with passion and commitment.
Monica Furlong writes that his novices remembered Merton as being very human
and loving in his dealings with them in the monastery. One of them recalls that
“Everybody loved him. Some of the monks might think some of his ideas were wild, but
he was much loved.”200 The feelings of mutual love and affection between the novices
and the master were very strong. He was humorous and compelling during his lectures to
the novitiate, which he often began with anecdotes about things going on in the world or
in the monastery—perhaps an election, a point of social or political concern, the struggles
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in monastic life, or even secular examples of human love and sexuality. He related these
realities to the particular subject matter he was teaching. Such subjects included
contemplation, the mystical life, asceticism, the Blessed Virgin Mary, St. John’s Gospel,
martyrdom, the Early Fathers, Pseudo-Dionysius, St. Gregory of Nyssa, St. Maximus, St.
Augustine, the Spanish mystics, the struggles in the spiritual direction of contemplatives,
or modern psychology and how it affects the training and understanding of
monasticism.201
Merton trained the novices according to his understanding of a true monastic
spirituality. For him, the purpose of the monastic life is to abandon oneself completely to
the Holy Spirit. It is a path to grow in “humility, obedience, solitude, silence, [and]
prayer,” in which the monk learns to renounce his own desires and will in order to live a
life of freedom as a true child of God.202Amidst his responsibilities as a novice master,
Merton was constantly seeking God through contemplation, which included
contemplating the presence of God in nature, “in the hills, fields, flowers, birds and
animals, the sky and the trees.” In this way, Merton affirmed that in the monastic life, the
monk’s senses are “educated and elevated rather than destroyed.” 203 He also encouraged
the novices to continue seeking God in the movement toward chastity and wholeness.
The first step on this path is the “total acceptance of one’s whole being—body and soul,
mind and instinct, emotions and will,” in order to develop an integrated spirituality.204
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Merton helped the novices to discover their spiritual potentialities to be
seekers of God. He had an integrated approach to life and insisted that “if our
emotions really die in the desert, our humanity dies with them. We must return
from the desert like Jesus or St. John, with our capacity for feeling expanded and
deepened, strengthened against appeals of falsity, warned against temptation,
great, noble and pure.”205 This return from the desert was to become one of
Merton’s central themes as a spiritual guide to the novices. The decision to join
the Trappists was not about running away from the world but turning toward the
true source of our being in God. Turning to God, a monk returns to his true self.206
2.3.3.2 Return to the world
When Merton began his monastic life in Gethsemani in 1941, he never imagined
he would return to the world. He had entered the monastery to seek God and leave the
world behind. However, while remaining a monk, he would eventually return to the
world he thought he had left behind forever, a world now “transfigured by his
contemplative vision,” bringing to it the compassion that grows out of true solitude.207 He
saw a world influenced by a technological culture that controlled the interior freedom of
human beings, and filled with men and women engulfed in delusion, not knowing
themselves or what destiny awaited them.208 As a contemplative, Merton looked at the
world in compassion and love.
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His re-engagement with the world was marked by a profound mystical experience
which occurred in Louisville on an ordinary day in March of 1958 while he was running
errands for the monastery. He recounts,
Yesterday, in Louisville, at the corner of 4th and Walnut, suddenly I
realized that I loved all the people and that none of them were, or, could
be totally alien to me. As if waking from a dream—the dream of my
separateness, of the ‘special’ vocation to be different. My vocation does
not really make me different from the rest of men or put me in a special
category except artificially, juridically. I am still a member of the human
race—and what more glorious destiny is there for man, since the Word
was made flesh and became, too, a member of the Human Race!209
For Merton, this awakening was the catalyst for his becoming fully a man for others. It
was a moment of revelation of the divine amidst the human. Merton became aware that
the true meaning of being a “monk” lay in recognizing that he was merely “another
member of the human race, like all the rest of them.”210 In the mystical insight of his
oneness with the rest of humanity, he recognized his “shared responsibility for the future
of human kind.”211
On November 10, 1958, a few months after his awakening in Louisville, Merton
wrote a letter to Pope John XXIII, in which he congratulated him for taking up his new
responsibility as the “Vicar of Christ Our Lord,” and expressed his desire to become a
contemplative monk in the world in order to serve humanity in a more radical way.212 He
writes,
It seems to me that, as a contemplative, I do not need to lock myself into
solitude and lose all contact with the rest of the world; rather this poor
209
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world has a right to a place in my solitude. It is not enough for me to think
of the apostolic value of prayer and penance; I also have to think in terms
of a contemplative grasp of the political, intellectual, artistic and social
movements in this world—by which I mean a sympathy for the honest
aspirations of so many intellectuals everywhere in the world and the
terrible problems they have to face. I have had the experience of seeing
that this kind of understanding and friendly sympathy, on the part of a
monk who really understands them, has produced striking effects among
artists, writers, publishers, poets, etc., who have become my friends
without my having to leave the cloister.213
In this letter, Merton expressed to the Holy Father his wish to form a “monastic
foundation,” or apostolic friendship group, which would be supported by monks and
contemplatives and would include “special groups, such as writers, intellectuals, etc., into
[the] house for retreats and discussions.” 214 In great humility, trust and “complete
commitment,” Merton presented this request to the Holy Father for the “salvation of souls
and to the growth of the monastic contemplative life in their world.”215 The Holy Father
graciously granted Merton’s request to begin the gathering of intellectuals at
Gethsemani.216 This apostolate occupied him for the rest of life, and led to many fruitful
ecumenical exchanges, and eventually, interreligious dialogue at Gethsemani.217 It also
led to significant studies of social issues, as will be examined later.
2.3.4 Life in the Hermitage and Journey to Asia (1966-1968)
Merton spent the fourth phase of his monastic life in the newer hermitage—the
retreat house built on Mt. Olivet at Gethsemani—from August 1965 until his departure
213
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for Asia in the fall of 1968. In the hermitage, Merton was free to seek God in complete
silence and solitude and continue writing undisturbed. In the solitary life in the
hermitage, he was much more deeply connected to the world outside and began to take
long, quiet looks at this world.218
2.3.4.1 Life in the Hermitage
The longing to deepen his union with God through silence and solitude had led
him to gradually seek a more solitary life as a hermit.219 Merton’s vision of a hermitage
on the grounds of Gethsemani where he could enjoy complete silence and solitude may
be traced back all the way to 1949. At that time, he had expressed the desire to construct
a little chapel in the woods, “a center where one might have little retreats in solitude and
silence.”220
Merton continued to express the desire to have more time for silence and solitude.
In the beginning, Dom James did not want to grant Merton permission to live as a hermit
in Gethsemani. When his request was denied, Merton resolved to leave the order.
However, while the ecclesiastical authorities in Rome did not grant Merton permission to
join another order, they were willing to allow him to live a more solitary life in the
Gethsemani woods. Thus, a separate building, built in 1960 for retreats on the grounds,
was given to Merton as a hermitage. He named it St. Mary’s of Carmel. 221
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In the beginning he was spending only afternoons alone in the hermitage. On
March 20, 1962, Merton spent his first full day in the hermitage. On October 13, 1964, he
received permission to sleep there, without any special restrictions, though not
necessarily all the time. On December 10, 1964, he celebrated the twenty-third year of
the anniversary of his entry into the monastery at Gethsemani by cooking dinner for the
first time in the hermitage. And six days later he set up the daily schedule to follow after
becoming a full-time hermit, returning to the monastery at midday for his private Mass
and dinner but spending the rest of the day in solitude. On the feast of St. Bernard,
August 20, 1965, Merton was relieved of all responsibilities in order to become a full
time hermit.222 On July 16, 1967, he celebrated the first Mass in the hermitage. He made
the hermitage accessible to both friends and strangers and it became a symbol of unity
and love.
As he permanently settled into the hermitage, he was participating less and less in
the activities of the monastery and spending more time, in study, prayer and meditation.
In his various writings, he describes the daily schedule of the hermitage: “It was a day
that began with early rising long before dawn, regular prayer, periods of meditation,
manual work, study, writing, and the celebration of the liturgy.”223 Living alone in the
hermitage enabled him to live with the rhythm of the days and hours, and to enjoy perfect
harmony with the entire creation.224 Describing the joys of his vocation to solitude, he
writes, “To pray and work in the morning and labor and rest in the afternoon, and to sit
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still again in meditation in the evening when night falls upon that land and when the
silence fills itself with darkness and with stars. This is a true and special vocation.”225
Merton’s life in the hermitage made him a better human being, Christian, and priest,
helping him to grow in deep silence and solitude, prayer, meditation, and contemplation.
In the eremitic life, he became an integrated person, equipped to serve God’s people in
compassion and prophetic wisdom.
2.3.4.2 Falling in Love
His great temptation during this period was to abandon eremitic and monastic life
altogether because of his love for a young nurse he met during the spring of 1966. He
met her while he was undergoing treatment in St. Joseph Hospital in Louisville for a back
injury. She had initially come to know him through his writings. Though there was a vast
age difference between them—Merton was 51 and she was 25—nothing could hinder the
unfolding of their relationship. Merton expresses that, “we are terribly in love, and it is
the kind of love that can virtually tear you apart . . . I do so much want to love her as we
began, spiritually . . . M. is terribly inflammable, and beautiful . . .tragically full of
passion and so wide open.”226 Merton laments that in his love for her, “My response has
been too total and too forthright, we have admitted too much, communicated all the fire
to each other and we are caught. I am not as smart or as stable as I imagined.”227 They
communicated their love for one another through a series of letters, phone calls, and
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frequent meetings. This romantic love affair was a revolution within Merton. As Lipsey
observes, “It was his revolution and the deepest of contradictions because he entered into
the relation as a vowed monk, never abandoned his religious mind and heart, and yet
lived their love affair with passionate intensity.”228 On June 13, 1966, their relationship
was exposed when one of the brothers of the monastery overheard their phone
conversation. The brother informed Dom James, who questioned the wisdom of Merton’s
solitary life. Merton records this experience the next day in his journal:
I know he is mad and is waiting to give me the devil about it, which is
only natural. I have to face the fact that I have been wrong and foolish in
all this. Much as I love M., I should never have let myself be carried away
to become so utterly imprudent. But I suppose I knew that. . . Well, it is
clearly over now. I called her once more (she was desolate and so was I).
She said, “I had the most terrible feeling something was wrong when I was
waiting for you to call . . . Will we ever see each other again . . . What will
I do without you? . . . How unfair it is, even inhuman . . . but we have both
anticipated this . . .”229
Merton acknowledged his vulnerability before Dom James, who requested that Merton
sever all connections with M. On September 8, 1967, in the presence of Dom James,
Merton signed a solemn commitment to live in a solitary state for the rest of his life.230
After ending the relationship, Merton wrote “A Midsummer Diary,” which was
dedicated to M. In this essay, he describes himself as a “lover” of Margie, “passionate,
tender, vulnerable, melancholy, full of longing, lonely, confused, and anguished.” The
dairy also depicts Merton as a “hermit monk,” one who was struggling to find meaning in
this “passionate love and searching for ways to reconcile love and solitude, turning his
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loneliness for M. into a dimension of ‘general loneliness’ that is his ‘ordinary climate’
and insisting that ‘love and solitude must test each other’ in one who seeks solitude.”231
There had been a constant struggle between his actual self and ideal self after he began
this relationship with M.
In sharing his deeply human love story, Merton invites all those who undergo
similar struggles to discover the authentic meaning of love and to share their experience
with others to enlighten them and deepen their spiritual lives. As Suzanne Zuercher
reflects, “Merton has touched people in our time as we try in our own lives to discover
what it means to be committed creatures of the Creator and followers of Jesus Christ.”232
Though they discontinued their relationship, it had brought many blessings to his
life as a human being and a monk. This was his first adult experience of love. In it, he
acknowledged the ability to love and to be loved as a normal human being, and to know
deep joy in sharing himself with a woman. Zuercher observes that “it was Margie, more
than any other person, or any other experience, who brought the spiritual master to
embrace the fullness of his humanity.”233 In this relationship, he found healing from the
wounds of the loss of his mother and his immature relationships with women in his
previous life, and became aware of his human vulnerability as a religious. 234 “In his
prophetic way,” writes Zuercher, “he anticipated and chose to articulate some of the
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issues celibate women and men religious face.”235 In this passionate love affair with
Margie, Merton had deepened and authenticated his religious vocation and discovered the
capacity to open to God and others more fully.236
2.3.4.3 The Final Journey
Merton’s reputation was growing because of his contributions to the world, the
Church, and the society through his prolific writings and prophetic voice. Though
throughout his monastic life Merton received many invitations from different parts of the
world to deliver talks and attend conferences, Dom James did not encourage him in this
regard. In 1967, Dom James resigned as abbot of the monastery and became a hermit. In
1968, under a new abbot Fr. Flavian Burns, Merton was able to travel to Asia and
immerse himself for a short while in the various religious traditions he had been studying
for a long time.237
As he listened to the voice of God, his religious sphere expanded beyond
Catholicism to an embrace of other religious traditions.238 The story of his historic
journey is depicted in many of his writings, especially The Asian Journal. He found it
fascinating to visit various places and meet distinguished scholars of other religions. At
the same time, he was saddened and shocked to witness the overpopulation, poverty,
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starvation, and disease in different parts of India. As a social critic, Merton was stunned
to see the sacred land corrupted and manipulated by Westerners.239
Merton had a desire to sink deep into the wellsprings of Eastern mysticism, and
especially Buddhism. In Calcutta, Merton participated in the World Conference of
Religions in 1968, in which Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims, Buddhists, Jains and Christians
shared their faith. During the conference, while delivering the talk, Merton expressed, “I
come as a pilgrim who is anxious to obtain not just information, not just ‘facts’ about
other monastic traditions, but to drink from ancient sources of monastic vision and
experience. I seek not only to learn more about religion and about monastic life but to
become a better and more enlightened monk myself.”240 He became immersed in the rich
religious traditions and spiritualities of the people of India.
On his journey to Asia, Merton met many Tibetan spiritual masters and spent
fruitful time in prayer, meditation and dialogue. One of his significant encounters was
with the Tibetan spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama. In his autobiography, Freedom in Exile,
the Dalai Lama speaks of Merton with great approbation: “I could see he was a truly
humble and deeply spiritual man. This was the first time I had been struck by such
feeling of spirituality in anyone who professed Christianity.”241 The Lama was delighted
to meet Merton, and considers this meeting to be one of his “happiest memories . . . it
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was Merton who introduced me to the real meaning of the word ‘Christian.’”242 Merton
found the Dalai Lama very human, “alert and energetic . . . simple and outgoing.” 243
They discussed meditation, Samadhi (concentration), higher forms of prayer, Tibetan
Mysticism, and the mysticism of Christian monks in monasteries. Merton recounts that
the Dalai Lama kept insisting that no one can attain deep spiritual life without total
dedication, continued effort, experienced guidance, and discipline.244
In December, seven days before his death, Merton visited the Sri Lankan shrine at
Polonnaruwa to see the amazing statues of the Buddha. Here he had a profound
experience of sunyata, or emptiness, in which he was carried beyond all binary
oppositions and the need for “well-established positions,” to a place of silence, peace, and
utter clarity.245 As he recounts in The Other Side of the Mountain,
Looking at these figures, I was suddenly, almost forcibly jerked clean out
of the habitual, half-tied vision of things, and an inner clearness, clarity, as
if exploding from the rocks themselves, became evident and obvious. . .
All problems are resolved and everything is clear, simply because what
matters is clear . . . everything is emptiness and everything is compassion.
. . 246
What he concluded about his Asian pilgrimage was surely prescient—he had
come to the end of his journey having finally attained a measure of the
illumination he sought throughout his life: “I mean, I know and have seen what I
was obscurely looking for. I don’t know what else remains but I have now seen
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and have pierced through the surface and have got beyond the shadow and the
disguise.”247
After his rich experience of visiting the sacred sites in India, Merton
travelled to Bangkok in Thailand for a conference with Catholic monastics, to
share his thoughts on the future of the monastic life in Asia. The theme of his talk,
given on December 10, 1968, was “Marxism and Monastic Perspectives.” In it, he
emphasized the differences and similarities between Marxism and Monasticism,
contending that monastics and Marxists both make an important contribution to
the world. While the Marxist assigns importance to the “material and economic
structures of life,” seeing religion as mystifying and alienating, the monk is
“committed to bringing about a human transformation that begins at the level of
consciousness.”248 After concluding his talk, he told the participants that questions
would be engaged during the evening meeting and closed the session with the
cryptic remark, “So I will disappear.”249
Merton went to his room, and at about 3 P.M., Father Francois de Grunne,
who had the room next to Merton’s, heard the cry of someone and knocked at
Merton’s door, “but there was no response.” Francois “looked through the louvers
in the upper part of the door and saw Merton lying on the terrazzo floor. A
standing fan had fallen on top of him.”250 The police confirmed through a test of
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the fan that a “defective electric cord was installed inside its stand” and that “the
flow of electricity was strong enough to cause the death of a person if he touched
the metal part.”251 Twenty-seven years ago to the day of his death, on December
10, 1941, Merton had arrived at the gates of Gethsemani with a heart full of
longing for the life inside her walls, a life he would never forsake.
Merton’s body was flown back to the United States along with those of
American service members killed in Vietnam.252 The funeral Mass for Merton
was conducted on December 17, in the late afternoon, in the Abbey Church at
Gethsemani. On the cover of the booklet for the liturgy was a passage from The
Sign of Jonas: “I have always overshadowed Jonas with My Mercy. . . . Have you
lost sight of Me, Jonas My child? Mercy within mercy within mercy.”253 Death
could not separate him from the Lord whom he had sought his entire life. In the
beautiful words of the Trappist delegates at the Bangkok Conference: “In death
Father Louis’ face was set in a great and deep peace and it was obvious that he
had found Him Whom he had searched for so diligently.”254
CONCLUSION
This chapter has examined Thomas Merton’s life, considering how the historical,
social, cultural, educational, aesthetic, and spiritual forces in his environment shaped him
as a contemplative monastic in the world, one who prophetically engaged the social and
cultural realities of his era. Though he experienced deep insecurity, confusion, and
251
252

Ibid., 214-215.
Ibid.

253

Ibid., 215.

254

Rice, 138.

103

restlessness in life, and sought the wisdom and beauty of the great mystical traditions of
the East, his spirituality remained Christ-centered. The way in which Merton lived his
consecrated life can serve as a vital resource for the renewal of religious life in India, as
consecrated men and women of India seek to discover the true relevance and purpose of
our mission. Merton shows us that consecrated life will be meaningful and fruitful only
when it is rooted in a form of contemplation that engages the concrete historical realities
of its time and place. Chapter Three will explore in greater depth the contemplative
dimensions of Merton’s spirituality.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY OF THOMAS MERTON
INTRODUCTION
Thomas Merton was ever grateful to God for the three major gifts he
received in his life: his Catholic faith, his monastic vocation, and his call to be a
writer—to share his faith and contemplative spirituality with others.1
Contemplation is the foundation of Merton’s spirituality. In his words,
It is the highest expression of man’s intellectual and spiritual life. It is that
life itself, fully awake, fully active, fully aware that it is alive. It is
spiritual wonder. It is spontaneous awe at the sacredness of life, of being.
It is gratitude for life, for awareness and for being. It is a vivid realization
of the fact that life and being in us proceed from an invisible, transcendent
and infinitely abundant Source. Contemplation is, above all, awareness of
the reality of that Source.2
In contemplation, Merton thus found his true identity in God as the source of his life.
In this chapter, which examines Merton’s contemplative spirituality, I will unpack
some key aspects of the foregoing description.3 Part One considers the essential elements
of Merton’s contemplative spirituality. These include his quest for silence, passion for
solitude, search for God, and “prayer of the heart.” Part Two examines the various
thinkers and spiritual writers who influenced Merton’s approach to contemplation:
William Blake, Aldous Huxley, Thomas Aquinas, and St. John of the Cross. Part Three
explores the various themes upon which Merton focused in contemplation: growth in the
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knowledge of Christ, le pointe vierge (the virgin point), discovery of the true self, the
search for freedom, and wisdom— sapientia.
3.1. THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENT OF CONTEMPLATION
3.1.1 The Meaning of Contemplation
According to Merton, in a world of science and technological
development, human beings are disturbed and disoriented by the world they have
created, and amidst these realities they feel internally empty and spiritually lost.
To assuage this existential emptiness, they engage in meaningless pursuits in
which they become alienated from themselves, others, and God.4 To address these
conditions, Merton suggests the path of contemplation—to enter into one’s
interior world and thereby to encounter “the freshness and truth of [one’s] own
subjectivity, and to go on from there not only to God but to the spirit of other
men.”5
Merton sees contemplation as intimately related to the depth dimensions
of all facets of life: “to art, to worship, to charity; all these reach out by intuition
and self-dedication into the realms that transcend the material conduct of
everyday life,”6 and thereby contemplation connects one to the very source of life
itself. In reconnecting the soul to itself, others, and God, contemplation provides
the antidote to human alienation and spiritual emptiness.7
4

Thomas Merton, “Poetry and Contemplation: A Reappraisal,” in Thomas Merton: Selected Essays, ed.
Patrick F. O’Connell (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2013), 25.
5

Ibid.

6

Ibid.

7

Ibid., 25-26.

106

Through contemplation one touches the eternal source within.
Encountering the divine in the core of one’s being transforms a person to be fully
awakened and active. This experience is beyond human comprehension and
explanation. To enter the contemplative state, “one must in a certain sense die” in
order to gain entrance into a higher life.8
Following Aquinas, Merton asserts that the desire for God is a prerequisite
to the life of contemplation for the reason that “spiritual things are not received
unless they are desired” (Spiritualia non accipiuntur nisi desiderata).9 This desire
for God includes the corresponding desire to please God that is born out of
absolute trust, though in the darkness of unknowing. As we shall see below, for
Merton, this darkness and unknowing is the very matrix of contemplation and
union with God. Merton expresses this desire in his well-known prayer of trust:
My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going.
I do not see the road ahead of me.
I cannot know for certain where it will end.
Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that
I think I am following Your will does not mean that I am
actually doing so. But I believe that the desire to please You
does in fact please you.
And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing.
I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire.
And I know that, if I do this, You will lead me by the right road,
though I may know nothing about it.
Therefore I will trust You always though I may seem to be lost
and in the shadow of death.
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I will not fear, for You are ever with me,
and You will never leave me to face my perils alone.10
In this regard, desiring God presents a fundamental paradox: in order to desire
God, one must have already known some measure of union with God, but to know
such union, one must be moved by desire. However, in order to desire God, one
must cease to occupy one’s mind “with lower things.”11 In the words of Aquinas,
“As the tongue of a sick man cannot taste good things . . ., so the soul infected
with the corruption of the world has no taste for the joys of heaven.”12 To this
dilemma, Merton poses contemplation—the retreat to the interior life—as the
anodyne for the soul that is sickened and alienated from itself, others, and God by
the “lower things” of this world.13
For Merton, the irrefutable proof of this love, that which distinguishes
mediocrity from sainthood, the worldly person from the contemplative, lies in
faithfully keeping God’s word: “if anyone love me he will keep my word” (Jn
14:23). Here Merton again follows Aquinas, who declares: “It is obedience that
makes a man fit to see God.”14 In this regard, William Shannon remarks, “desire
based on some experience of love, love feeding desire and leading toward union,
together with total uncompromising obedience to the will of Jesus—these are the
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dispositions needed in order to respond to the invitation, issued at Baptism, to
achieve union with God in the experience of contemplation.”15
Merton nevertheless affirms that true contemplation is not the fruit of
human effort, but “is a religious and transcendent gift”:
It is the gift of God Who, in His mercy, completes the hidden and
mysterious work of creation in us by enlightening our minds and hearts,
by awakening in us the awareness that we are words spoken in His One
Word, and that Creating Spirit (Creator Spiritus) dwells in us, and we in
Him. That we are ‘in Christ’ and that Christ lives in us. That the natural
life in us has been completed, elevated, transformed, and fulfilled in Christ
by the Holy Spirit. Contemplation is the awareness and realization, even in
some sense experience, of what each Christian obscurely believes: ‘It is no
longer I that live but Christ lives in me.16
Thus, as the contemplative progresses in union with Christ, he/she becomes fully
awakened, active, and alive.17 Merton affirms that the Christian call is “to respond
to Him, to answer to Him, to echo Him, and even in some way to contain him and
signify Him. . . It is a deep resonance in the inmost center of our spirit in which
our very life loses its separate voice and resounds with the majesty and the mercy
of the Hidden and Living One.”18 In contemplation, the Christian is transformed.
Moreover, “If we experience God in contemplation, we experience Him not for
ourselves alone but also for others.”19 The fruit of contemplation is not meant to
be kept for oneself but to be shared with all by persons fully awakened in Christ.
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3.1.2 THE KEY DIMENSIONS OF MERTON’S CONTEMPLATION

Though Merton wrote voluminously on contemplation, I focus here on a few key
elements of his teaching. These include the quest for silence, passion for solitude, search
for God, and prayer of the heart.
3.1.2.1 Quest for Silence
Silence was indispensible to Merton. According to him, silence was a
requisite for growth in close relationship with God because it transforms one “to
answer a call at the center of the heart.”20 In Thoughts in Solitude, Merton suggests
that “If our life is poured out in useless words, we will never hear anything, will
never become anything, and in the end, because we have said everything before we
had anything to say, we shall be left speechless at the moment of our greatest
decision.”21 Unless one is silent, one has difficulty hearing the voice of God. When
one is confronted with silence, many existential questions arise regarding the
commitments and genuineness of one’s life. “In silence,” writes Merton, “we face
and admit the gap between the depths of our being, which we consistently ignore,
and the surface which is untrue to our own reality.” There is a need in every person
to return to the true self.22
The desire for silence had grown in Merton from childhood. After his
mother’s death, his father, “whose artistic projects often took precedence over his
20
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fatherly responsibility,” often left him alone (with relatives or in boarding school).23
At times he was deeply forlorn and lonely, and at other times he embraced the
condition of solitude as a part of his burden in life. While he was at Oakham, he
often went to Brooke Hill, where he could be alone, and “think about things” by
himself.24 When he became a Catholic in 1938, he was attracted to a life in the
Church which focused on silence and solitude. Shortly thereafter, his thoughts turned
towards a religious order that emphasized silence.25 The Cistercian monastery at
Gethsemani, which Merton joined in 1941, was committed to silence, and the monks
communicated through sign language.26
The essence of Merton’s emphasis on silence was the conviction that full
mindfulness of God was not possible without silence and some degree of isolation.
Silence, in his view, the primary function of monastic silence is “to preserve the
memoria Dei, which is more than memory. It is total consciousness and awareness of
God, which is impossible without silence, recollection, solitude, and a certain
withdrawal.”27 Moreover, the silence of solitude also bridges the distance between
one’s mind and the things of God’s world, in their full reality. Such silence “clears
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away the smoke-screen of words that man has laid down between his mind and
things. In solitude, we remain face to face with the naked beings of things.”28
As noted in the previous chapter, Merton tasted such solitude in the
abandoned tool shed in the woods given him by Dom James, which he named “St.
Ann’s Hermitage.”29 In the autumn of 1952, he wrote in his journal, “I am now
almost completely convinced that I am only really a monk when I am alone in the
old toolshed Reverend Father gave me.”30 In the silence of the landscape, he found
the authenticity and grounding he had sought his entire life, and it healed him and
made him whole.31
In 1965, he was given a permanent building as a hermitage about a mile
from the monastery. He enjoyed the silence of his hermitage though it was
interrupted to some degree by occasional visitors. When he left for Asia in 1968, one
of Merton’s desires was to find a place of more “secure solitude where he could live
apart from the monastery, but still as a monk of Gethsemani.” 32 Sadly, this dream
remained unrealized because of his untimely death.
3.1.2.2 Desire for Solitude
Merton’s understanding of solitude was multifaceted and according to one
author, included “loneliness, hiddenness, anonymity, rejection, secrecy, emptiness,
28
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poverty, egolessness, detachment, freedom, utter Otherness, and above all, the
undivided unity of love.”33 One is called to live in solitariness not by solving the
contradictions in life but to live with them and to rise above them.34 “In solitude,”
writes Merton, “we remain face to face with the naked being of things. And yet, we
find that the nakedness of reality which we have feared is neither a matter of terror
nor for shame. It is clothed in the friendly communion of silence, and this silence is
related to love.”35 Solitude calls one to a deep encounter with oneself.
Vazhakoottathil observes, “Solitude was a driving passion in [Merton’s] life,
because it was in solitude that he sought and found God.”36 Merton wrote, “I have
only one desire and that is the desire for solitude—to disappear into God, to be
submerged in His peace, to be lost in the secret of His face.”37 Similarly, he wrote,
“everything in me cries out for solitude and for God alone,” though he would also
reflect on the possibility that he perhaps lacked full understanding of what it meant
to have a “purely contemplative vocation.” This passage from The Sign of Jonas
reflects his struggle to come to terms with the fact that his burning desire for an
utterly solitary life seemed not to be the life God had chosen for him in a communal
monastery.
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Merton holds that to be a true solitary, one needs to develop internal and
external solitude. Internal solitude enables the person to discover the true self.38 It
involves the
actualization of a faith in which a man takes responsibility for his own inner
life. He faces its full mystery, in the presence of the invisible God. And he
takes upon himself the lonely, barely comprehensible, incommunicable task
of working his way through the darkness of his own mystery until he
discovers that his mystery and the mystery of God merge into one reality,
which is the only reality.39
In interior solitude, one discovers one’s true identity: “me as I am known by God,
and as God intended me to be.” 40 Interior solitude invites the person to be united
with God and others at a deeper level.
For Merton, external or physical solitude meant “place, space, geographical
separation from someone or something, a ‘getting away’ or a ‘going apart.’”41
However, for him, it was the interior solitude that was crucial. This conviction
caused him to declare, in Seeds of Contemplation, that ultimately, “there is no
solitude except interior solitude.”42 Moreover, external solitude can become
deceptive when one seeks only to escape from the realities of the world. Physical
solitude has the potential to become “false or dangerous, full of self-hatred and lifedenial, a flight from responsibility, or spiteful separation from one’s fellow man.”43
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Significantly, for Merton, external solitude is not an absolute requirement for the
cultivation of the interior life of solitude. As he explains,
To love solitude and to seek it does not mean constantly traveling from one
geographical possibility to another. A person becomes a solitary at the
moment when, no matter what may be one's external surroundings, one is
suddenly aware of one's own inalienable solitude and sees that he or she will
never be anything but solitary. From that moment, solitude is not potential—
it is actual.44
True solitude enables one to reach out to others in love, prayer, and acts of charity.45
For Merton “True solitude is not mere separateness. It tends only to unity.”46 In
merging with God, the true solitary is ultimately allied with others: “The solitary of
whom I speak is called not to leave society but to transcend it: not to withdraw from
the fellowship with other men but to renounce the appearance, the myth of union in
diversion in order to attain to union on a higher and more spiritual level—the
mystical level of the Body of Christ.”47 Though at times the solitary may experience
physical aloneness, he/she is called to be united with God and to others on a deeper
and more mystical level.48
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3.1.2.3 Seeking God
The concept of the “search” captures an essential element in the contemplative
life of Merton.49 He was a perpetual seeker of God who was influenced by the teaching of
St. Benedict “to seek God.” Merton lived this vocation with a firm heart: “This one thing
that most truly makes a monk what he is, is that irrevocable break with the world and all
that is in it, in order to seek God in solitude.”50 In Seeds of Contemplation, Merton
elucidates his true understanding of what seeking God meant for him:
To withdraw from illusion and pleasures, from worldly anxieties and
desires . . . to keep my mind free from confusion . . . to entertain silence in
my heart and listen for the voice of God; to cultivate an intellectual
freedom from concepts and the images of created things . . . to rest in
humility and to find peace in withdrawal from conflict and competition
with [others] . . .; to turn aside from controversy and put away heavy loads
of judgment and censorship and criticisms.51
Jonathan Montaldo affirms that “always stretching forward in his search for a deeper
experience of God and of what it might mean to be a more complete human being was a
continuing element in Merton’s monastic life.”52 Merton’s poem entitled “The
Biography,” exemplifies his enduring search for the Divine.
Christ from my cradle, I had known you everywhere,
And even though I sinned, I walked in you, and knew
You were my world:
You were my France and England,
My seas and my America:
You were my life and air, and yet I would not own You.
49
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Oh, when I loved You, even while I hated You,
Loving and yet refusing You in all the glories of Your universe
It was Your living Flesh I tore and trampled, not the air and earth…
If on Your Cross Your life and death and mine are one,
Love teaches me to read, in You, the rest of a new history.
I trace my days back to another childhood,
Exchanging as I go,
New York and Cuba for Your Galilee,
And Cambridge for your Nazareth,
Until I come again to my beginning,
And I find a manger, star and straw,
A pair of animals, some simple men,
And thus I learn that I was born,
Now not in France, but Bethlehem.53
This poem lays bare his soul in its inexorable search for and encounter with God. As
Shannon expresses it, Merton “had passed through a mystical ‘Straits of Dover’ and
found a new symbol that, from then on, would bring richness of meaning to his life: the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, which began quite explicitly, to teach him how to walk the ‘holy
way’ on which Christ’s life and his would intersect.”54 Finding Christ was the new path
that Merton chose for his life.
3.1.2.4 Prayer of the Heart
Though he was a spiritual master, Merton did not write much about his personal
experience in prayer, perhaps, as Wayne Simsic suggests, because he found it
unnecessary to do so given that his was a “prayer of the heart,” which lacked any
particular technique or form, and used few, if any words. Instead it consisted of resting in
God, whom we find in the depths of our being, and waiting expectantly in faith, trust, and
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love, with “a willing, attentive heart.” 55 This for Merton was the essence of
contemplative prayer.
Though Merton was not wont to describe his manner of prayer, he once did so in
a letter to Abdul Aziz, a Sufi from Pakistan with whom he corresponded: “I have a very
simple way of prayer. It is centered entirely on attention to the presence of God and to
His will and His love. That is to say it is centered on faith by which alone we can know
the presence of God.”56 It is the experience of the invisible presence of God beyond
human comprehension. Merton thirsted in his heart “to recognize totally the nothingness
of all that is not God. My prayer is then a kind of praise rising up out of the center of
Nothing and Silence.”57 Merton believed that if God wills it, God can change the
nothingness into clarity and if God does not will it, the nothingness will remain an
obstacle. He explained that his prayer did not consist of “thinking about” something, “but
a direct seeking of the Face of the Invisible, which cannot be found unless we become
lost in Him who is Invisible.”58
For Merton, it was not the technique of prayer that was important but the
experience of God. Therefore, as the master of novices at Gethsemani, he did not offer
any specific prescription for prayer except the lectio divina. In a letter to his friend and
fellow spiritual writer Etta Gullick, he wrote, “I try to make them love the freedom and
peace of being with God alone in faith and simplicity, to abolish all divisiveness and
55
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diminish all useless strain and concentration on one’s own efforts and all formalism: all
the nonsense of taking seriously the apparatus of an official prayer life, in the wrong way.
. .”59 Merton guided the novices and others to walk with God in the activities of one’s
daily routine.
In March 1966, Gullick suggested to Merton that he should write an essay or book
on “progress in prayer.” However, Merton was somewhat hesitant to do so on the
grounds that one’s progress in prayer cannot be measured. Attempting to measure
progress in prayer can lead one to a hyper-awareness of one’s own efforts in prayer. He
suggests rather, that “progress in prayer comes from the Cross and humiliation and
whatever makes us really experience our total poverty and nothingness, and also gets our
mind off ourselves.” 60 True progress in prayer consists in our ability to depend on God in
our emptiness. One needs to begin the journey to God in prayer from where one is.
Though many are not aware of this great truth, each person possesses everything in
Christ. One must take sufficient time to listen and to experience God’s presence. As
Merton writes, “Every moment is God’s own good time, his kairos.”61 Therefore, one is
invited to pray at every time, in every place, with a deep yearning for the simple presence
of God.
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3.2 INFLUENCES OF MERTON’S UNDERSTANDING ON CONTEMPLATION
Merton grew gradually in contemplation through the influence of many spiritual
masters, thinkers and writers. In this section I will consider four noteworthy people in this
regard: William Blake, Aldous Huxley, Thomas Aquinas and John of the Cross.
3.2.1 William Blake
William Blake’s influence is noteworthy in shaping Merton’s contemplative
spirituality. As Merton reflects, “I think my love for William Blake had something in it of
God’s grace. It is a love that has never died, and which has entered very deeply into the
development of my life.”1 Owen Merton first introduced Merton to Blake when Merton
was a child. He remembers that “Father had always liked Blake, and had tried to explain
to me what was good about him when I was a child of ten.”2 As a mystic, Blake saw
beyond external reality to the timeless realm of the divine, finding God’s presence in
every facet of creation, as one of his famous quatrains reflects:
To see a World in a grain of sand,
And a Heaven in a wild flower,
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand,
An Eternity in an hour.3
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As a visionary, Blake perceived this divine presence in all things through the lens
of his imagination. In Blake’s view, the imagination “was not just a faculty of the mind
but a divine reality.”4 Blake called the imagination “vision,” which is equal to the eternal
world. This gift of apprehending divine reality through the natural world was open to
everyone, Blake insisted, though most people remain unaware of it because of their
habitually limited ways of thinking and behaving. However, “if the doors of perception
were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite. For man has closed
himself up till he sees all things through narrow chinks of his cavern.”5 He insisted that
although people see things according to their conditioning, for the visionary, “Nature is
Imagination itself.” 6
For Blake, God’s presence pervaded all eternity with “love and beauty.”7 To
understand the depths of God’s goodness, the human mind must transcend to the realm of
God, a movement which is facilitated by art and prayer. Merton saw that for Blake, “The
interior light given the artist by God must be cherished, that it may strengthen and come
to burn brilliantly in the end.”8 Mature art requires the vital discipline of contemplation,
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which involves “a kind of asceticism that is self-sacrifice, sacrifice of immediate physical
goods for the good of the spirit, for the success of the work of art.”9
Merton found in Blake a genuinely holy and good man, full of faith and love for
God, under whose influence Merton would “one day come, in a round-about way, to the
only true Church, and to the One Living God, through His son, Jesus Christ.”10 Through
the influence of Blake, Merton realized that the only way to live was to be in a world
“charged with the presence and reality of God.”11
3.2.2 Aldous Huxley
During his studies at Columbia, two books in particular made a great impact on
Merton’s faith journey. The first was Etienne Gilson’s The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy,
which led him to believe in the real existence of “God as being.” The second was Aldous
Huxley’s Ends and Means, which was introduced to Merton by his close friend Robert
Lax. In reading this book, Merton’s eyes were opened to “mysticism and the possibility
of real, experimental contact with God.”12
Though Huxley expressed a clear preference for Eastern mysticism, he
recognized that “the mystical vision was by no means absent from Christian faith.”13
Huxley held that there were two realms—the world of “greed, violence, ambition, and

9

Ibid.

10

Merton, SSM, 88.

11

Ibid., 191.

12

13

Bochen, “Conversion,” TME, 88.
Shannon, SL, 89.

122

materialistic values,” and a higher realm of spiritual or transcendental values.14
Moreover, this realm is accessible to human experience through the practice of “prayer
and asceticism.”15 Huxley, however, did not emphasize the “physical angle of
mortification and asceticism,” but rather the need for personal detachment. For him, the
process of negation was not an end in itself, but “a freeing, a vindication of our real
selves, a liberation of the spirit from limits and bonds that were intolerable, suicidal—
from a servitude to flesh that must ultimately destroy our whole nature and society and
the world as well.”16 When the spirit is freed and able to return to “its own element,” it
finds it is not alone, but in the presence of the “absolute and perfect Spirit, God.”17 As a
consequence, one enters into union with this perfect Spirit, a union that is not “vague and
metaphorical,” but “a matter of real experience.”18 In 1937, as Merton faced both his own
existential crises and the “general crisis” of a world on the brink of war, he welcomed the
insights contained in Ends and Means as a revelation of his “need for a spiritual life, an
interior life, including some kind of mortification.”19
3.2.3 Thomas Aquinas
While he was studying at Columbia, Merton became familiar with Thomas
Aquinas through the influence of his professor Daniel Walsh. Walsh offered a course on
Aquinas in the graduate school of philosophy, and through this course, Merton came to
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know the Summa Theologica, the “monument” to Aquinas’ “genius and to his sanctity.”20
Merton realized that Aquinas was not only a systematic theologian but also a mystical
theologian, whose doctrines and teachings influenced Merton’s understanding of
contemplation. For Aquinas, union with God occurs through the activity of the
intelligence. In The Ascent to Truth, Merton writes,
Saint Thomas, like all Christian theologians, knows perfectly well that the
consummation of man’s destiny is love and that the way to divine union is
the way of theological virtues, through the night of faith. Hence, the
paradox that the intellectualism of Thomas Aquinas turns out, after all, to
be the supreme criterion of true mysticism, because there is no such thing
as sanctity that is not intelligent.21
Following Aquinas, Merton thus understood that union with God is fulfilled in an
operation of the human intelligence through which God nevertheless acts. In this act, “the
mind and will of man are moved passively by God, and it is that sense that ‘God alone
acts.’”22 In brief, humans become agents of grace only through the power of God, though
human effort is necessary. As Merton notes, “God alone can give us perfect happiness by
raising us to union with Himself. Our cooperation with His grace is demanded of us.
There must be action on both sides. He will not give Himself to us unless we give
ourselves to Him.”23
Aquinas also inspired Merton to integrate contemplation into active life. For
Aquinas, contemplation must, as Merton understands it, lead the soul to “overflow and
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communicate its secrets to the world.” 24 According to Aquinas, fruitful union with God
in contemplation is the basis of all other loves, and establishes one “in the very heart of
all spiritual fecundity.”25
3.2.4 John of the Cross
Merton was deeply influenced by St. John of the Cross, the great mystic of the
Spanish Carmelite Order. He wrote an entire book, The Ascent to Truth, on the theology
and spirituality of John of the Cross. Merton notes that John of the Cross was so inspired
by Aquinas that, “his doctrine of complete detachment from creatures in order to arrive at
union with God, [is] sometimes quoted word for word from Saint Thomas.”26 Daniel
Adams, reflecting on the approach of these two great saints, argues that “Aquinas took a
theological approach to contemplation while John of the Cross tended to be more
mystical.”27 In his essay simply entitled “St. John of the Cross,” Merton names St. John
as one of his favorite saints:
He is the patron and the protector and master of those whom God has led
into the uninteresting wilderness of contemplative prayer. . . He is the
24
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patron of those who pray in a certain way in which God wants them to
pray, whether they happen to be in the cloister, the desert, or the city. . . I
would venture to say that he is the father of all those whose prayer is an
undefined isolation outside the boundary of “spirituality.” He deals chiefly
with those who, in one way or another, have been brought face to face
with God in a way those methods cannot account for and books do not
explain. He is in Christ the model and the maker of contemplatives
wherever they may be found.28
Merton followed John’s teaching on detachment and the dark night. In contemplation, St.
John entered into mystical union with Christ, which he attained by purifying his senses
and soul, and accepting the dark-night experience of the cross. According to him, for a
soul to enter into mystical union with Christ, one must detach oneself from all
impediments. The cross is one way in which a soul detaches itself from all created
realities and attaches itself to God. As St. John avers, “For if a man resolve to submit
himself to carrying this cross—that is to say, if he resolve to desire in truth to meet trials
and to bear them in all things for God’s sake—he will find in them great relief and
sweetness wherewith he may travel on this road, detached from all things and desiring
nothing.”29 When a soul is purified of all desires, God infuses God’s Spirit into the soul:
“In order to possess Him Who is all, one must renounce the possession of anything that is
less than God.”30 All tangible and enjoyable things are considered to be less than God.
For Merton, John’s entire theology was recapitulated in these two words: Todo y
Nada. All and nothing: Todo—all—is God, and in God one possesses everything. In
order to possess God, one needs to empty oneself of everything that is not of God—
Nada. The content of renunciation depends on two dimensions: “submission to authority
28
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and a turning away even from genuine religious experiences.”31 Merton considers that for
St. John, submission to authority entails “humility, obedience, interior detachment,
without which spiritual liberty can never be attained.”32
With regard to detachment from religious experiences, St. John insists that,
“under every circumstance we must turn away even from genuine visions, revelations,
raptures, locutions, and so on in order to rest in ‘pure faith,’ which is the only proximate
means of union with God.”33 Religious experience is only a pathway to knowing and
experiencing God, one that prepares the soul to enter into the mystical union of
possessing God. In this regard, Merton warns of becoming attached to one’s own spiritual
practices, and cautions that one must not place undue emphasis on religious fervor in
itself, which can be “one of the most dangerous obstacles” for the one who is called to
true contemplation. This is so because the difference is often not clearly understood
between “mystical contemplation in the proper sense and all these accidentals, these
experiences, these manifestations and curiosities, which may or may not be supernatural,
and which have no essential connection with sanctity or with the pure love which is at the
heart of true contemplation.” 34
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3.3. IMPORTANT THEMES IN MERTON’S CONTEMPLATION
In this section, I explore some significant themes in Merton’s understanding of
contemplation: Growth in the knowledge of Jesus Christ, le point vierge, discovering the
true self, the search for freedom, and wisdom—sapientia.
3.3.1 Growth in the knowledge of Jesus Christ
Merton’s growth in the knowledge and experience of Jesus Christ is the
foundation of his contemplative spirituality. He grew in his Christocentric faith by
imbibing the writings of the great Christian contemplatives and mystics and by spending
time in prayer. As noted previously, his first awakenings to Christ occurred when he was
eighteen years old, while visiting Rome for the first time. He recalls that in Rome, at the
church of Saints Cosmas and Damian, he was deeply taken with a “great mosaic, in the
apse, of Christ coming in judgment in a dark blue sky, with a suggestion of fire in the
small clouds beneath His feet.”1 The ancient churches awakened Merton’s imagination
and stirred a deep though inchoate longing in him to know this Christ whom he
encountered in Rome: “And now for the first time in my life I began to find out
something of Who this Person was that men called Christ. It was obscure, but it was a
true knowledge of Him, in some sense, truer than I knew and truer than I would admit.”2
Later, however, he would come to insist that even beyond the images of Christ the
imagination is able to conjure, a mere invocation of the name of Jesus, or a simple
awareness of his loving presence in our souls, “is a thing more real and more valuable by
1

Merton, SSM, 108.

2

Ibid., 100.

128

far than anything we can arrive at by our interior senses alone, for the picture of Jesus we
may have in our imagination remains nothing but a picture, while the love that His grace
produces in our hearts can bring us into direct contact with Him as He really is.”3 In
reading the Gospels, one not only gets the picture of Christ, but is also invited to enter
into an intimate relationship with Him who dwells in human souls through faith.4 Merton
discovered the personal presence of the Risen Christ, shining in the depths of one’s
being:
As a magnifying glass concentrates the rays of the sun into a little burning
knot of heat that can set fire to a dry leaf or a piece of paper, so the
mysteries of Christ in the Gospel concentrate the rays of God’s light and
fire to a point that sets fire to the spirit of man. And this is why Christ was
born and lived in the world and died and returned from death and
ascended to His Father in heaven. . . Through the glass of His Humanity
He concentrates the rays His Holy spirit upon us so that we feel the burn,
and all mystical experience is infused into the soul through the Man
Christ.5
Being a Christian means not only believing in Christ, but also living as Christ
lived, seeking to become united with him. The Christian is called to encounter
Christ in the ordinary daily activities of life. Merton notes, “The work, the family,
the simple consolations, and the ordinary sufferings of Christians are lived in a
new Spirit, and filled with love and faith that seek only God’s will, not personal
profit and gratification.”6 Christians are called to find the presence of Christ in
everything and in everyone.
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3.3.2 Le Point Vierge
A crucially important concept for Merton is “Le Pointe Vierge,” which literally
means “the virgin point,” though ultimately, the term cannot be translated.7 For him, it is
“a metaphor for the place deep within that is the point of our encounter with God.”8
Merton noted the concept of le pointe vierge through reading Louis Massignon, a French
scholar who wrote on the Sufi tradition.9 Merton writes, “Massignon has some deeply
moving pages in the Mardis de Dar-es-Salam: About the desert, the tears of Agar, the
Muslims, the ‘point vierge’ of the spirit, the center of our nothingness where, in apparent
despair, one meets God—and is found completely in His mercy.”10 Massignon focused
on encountering God in the depths of one’s being, a concept which evoked in Merton a
desire to experience God in such a way within himself.
Monica Weis explains that Merton’s concept of le point vierge holds a
surplus of meaning.11 It can signify, as in Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, the
break of dawn, the cusp of light and darkness—the moment of transition. As
Merton writes,
The first chirps of the waking day birds mark the ‘point vierge’ of the
dawn under a sky as yet without real light, a moment of awe and
inexpressible innocence, when the Father in perfect silence opens their
eyes. They begin to speak to Him, not with fluent song, but with an
awakening question that is their dawn state, their state at the ‘point vierge.
7
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Their condition asks if it is time for them to ‘be.’ He answers ‘yes.’ Then,
they one by one wake up, and become birds. They manifest themselves as
birds, beginning to sing. Presently they will be fully themselves, and will
even fly. 12
Indeed, in this “most wonderful time of day,” all creation, in its innocence, asks
once again for permission “to be,” as on the very first morning of creation. Le
point vierge can also mean a “moment of poise,” when anything is possible and
the outcome may hold cosmic implications, such as in Shakespeare’s A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, “when fairy magic can alter the expected rhythm of
the world.”13
The still point within ourselves wherein we encounter the divine has its
counterpart in nature, which, in every singular and minute detail, discloses
something of the holy within the ordinary, in that “mysterious, cosmic dance,” in
which “the Lord plays and diverts Himself in the garden of his creation.”14
Merton asserts that if we can only let go of any preconceived notion of what it all
means, we can follow God in this dance.
We do not have to go very far to catch echoes of that game, and of that dancing.
When we are alone, on a starlit night; when by chance we see the migrating birds
in autumn descending on a grove of junipers to rest and eat; when we see children
in a moment when they are really children; when we know love in our hearts; or
when, like the Japanese poet Basho we hear an old frog land in a quiet pond with
a solitary splash—at such times the awakening, the turning inside out of all
values, the ‘newness,’ the emptiness and the purity of vision that make themselves
evident, provide a glimpse of the cosmic dance.15
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It is at the center of our being—le point vierge—that we enter that dance with the
rest of creation. And it is the “sustaining spark of divinity within that allows us to
recognize our unity with each other and with God’s self.”16
Finally, Merton’s spiritual awakening at the intersection of Fourth and
Walnut in Louisville in March 1958 demonstrates another instance of le point
vierge. Here he experienced a profound awakening to his unity with all the other
pedestrians on that street corner, and saw them all “walking around shining like
the sun.”17 In this moment, he saw into “the secret beauty of their hearts . . . where
neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core of their reality, the
person that each one is in God’s eyes.” In this awakening, he recognized that his
own solitude belonged as much to them as to himself, and was thus disabused of
any illusions of difference or separation from them. He, like all the others, was “a
member of a race in which God Himself became incarnate.”18 This epiphany led
Merton to the recognition of the divine spark within all people:
At the center of our being is a point of nothingness which is untouched by sin and
by illusion, a point of pure truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely to God,
which is never at our disposal, from which God disposes of our lives, which is
inaccessible to the fantasies of our mind or the brutalities of our own will. This
little point of nothingness and of absolute poverty is the pure glory of God in us.
It is so to speak His name written in us, as our poverty, as our indigence, as our
dependence, as our sonship. It is like a pure diamond, blazing with the invisible
light of heaven.19

16

Weis, 62.

17

Merton, CGB, 157

18

Ibid.

19

Ibid., 158.

132

For Merton, this moment of epiphany disclosed the reality of the divine within the
human, marking the moment of his “return to the world” and thereby
transforming his understanding of his own vocation to monastic life.20 As he
wrote to Pope John XXIII in the autumn of that year, “this poor world has a right
to a place in my solitude.”21 To enter into the realm of contemplation one must be
prepared to engage the concrete realities of this world rather than retreating from
them, and thus to see the world at large through a sacramental imagination.
Merton came to see that “the whole world and all the incidents of life tend to be
sacraments—signs of God, signs of God’s love working in the world.”22 Through
this event, he had become deeply conscious that he was not separate from other
human beings, all of whom carried that sacred spark within, and therefore, he
shared the responsibility for building a just future for all.23
3.3.3 Discovering the “True Self”
Merton’s contemplative life was filled with various life-transforming
experiences that led him on a quest to deepen the knowledge of his identity. James Finley
observes that “Merton’s whole spirituality, in one way or another, pivots on the question
of ultimate human identity.”24 According to Merton scholar Daniel P. Horan, Merton’s
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faith journey revolved around answering two questions: “who am I and who is God?”
These questions are interconnected because the identity of each person ultimately lies in
God.25
For Merton, every person is called to recognize that they are created in the image
and likeness of God. However, the true self, which bears the image of God, is often
tarnished, hidden beneath the mask of the “false self.”26 In his description of the false
self, he writes:
Every one of us is shadowed by an illusory person: a false self. This is the man
that I want myself to be but who cannot exist, because God does not know
anything about him. . . . My false and private self is the one who wants to exist
outside the reach of God’s will and God’s love—outside of reality and outside of
life. And such a self cannot help but be an illusion. . . .A life devoted to the cult of
this shadow is what is called a life of sin.27
All sin, therefore, ultimately arises from the insatiable demands of the false self and its
claims to being “the fundamental reality of life to which everything else in the universe is
ordered.” Out of devotion to the false self, I thus “use up my life in the desire for
pleasures and the thirst for experiences, for power, honor, knowledge and love, to clothe
this false self and construct its nothingness into something objectively real.”28
The false self binds one by setting up comparisons between the self and
others, and often blocks one’s path of achievement in life.29 The false self
prevents people from discovering their true identity and dignity in God. In
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contrast, the true self opens the person to God. It enables one to accept one’s
talents, skills, and any other gifts from God with gratitude.30 The true self is
discovered only in deep relationship with and love for God. At the same time, we
ourselves have a crucial role in the unfolding of our identities:
Our vocation is not simply to be, but to work together with God in the
creation of our own life, our own identity, our own destiny. . . The secret
of my full identity is hidden in Him. He alone can make me who I am, or
rather who I will be when at last I fully begin to be. But unless I desire this
identity and work to find it with him and in him, the work will never be
done.31
By working out “our own identity in God,” Merton meant “working out our own
salvation,” which requires “sacrifice and anguish, risk and many tears.”32 It calls
for “close attention to reality at every moment, and great fidelity to God” as God
discloses God’s presence in “the mystery of each new situation.” Through
contemplation, one understands the work God desires to do in the individual:
“The seeds that are planted in my liberty at every moment, by God’s will, are the
seeds of my own identity, my own reality, my own happiness, my own sanctity.”33
In this regard, “we become contemplatives when God discovers Himself in us.”34
3.3.4 Search for Freedom
For Merton, contemplation led to freedom. As he developed as a contemplative,
he grew in authentic freedom. Shannon divides this process into three phases. In the first
30
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phase, during his youth at Clare College, Merton was controlled by his passions and
desires, which led him to moral degradation and spiritual emptiness.35 The second phase
began with his conversion experience at Columbia in 1938, which led to his reception of
the sacraments of baptism, reconciliation and Eucharist. In accepting the Catholic faith,
Merton awakened to a new path of freedom, which led him to enter the monastery at
Gethsemani in 1941. Reflecting on the first day of his entry into the monastery, when
Brother Matthew closed the gate behind him, he writes that at that moment, his “freedom
had already begun.”36 The freedom of enclosure within the four walls meant the freedom
to observe the rules and regulations stipulated by the authorities of the monastery. In his
early days of monastic life, he embraced the dictum, “Obey your superiors and you will
be using your freedom properly. You will be carrying out the will of God.” Such
“freedom,” however, fostered excessive dependency on his superiors, effectively
blocking his individual freedom and leading to a kind of “moral rigidity.”37 As he lived
the monastic way of life, and grew in contemplative spirituality and prayer, his
understanding of freedom began to change.38
In the third phase, Merton discovered that true freedom is “an inner reality guided
much more from within than from without.”39 He began to experience freedom from
within as the fruit of contemplative prayer and meditation. He held that humans, whom
God created in love and innocence, had lost their capacity, through original sin, to see
35
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reality as it is—as God sees it. This led them to struggle with a vast array of illusions that
masked the truth, deformed their vision, and enslaved them. The decisive question for
Merton, therefore, was not about happiness, but about freedom—“how can I be free?”40
Authentic freedom, he asserted, is attained only in relation to God and submission to
God’s will.
All good, all perfection, all happiness, are found in the infinitely good and
perfect and blessed will of God. Since true freedom means the ability to
desire and choose, always, without error, without defection, what is really
good, then freedom can only be found in perfect union and submission to
the will of God. If our will travels with His, it will reach the same end, rest
in the same peace, and be filled with the same infinite happiness that is
His. Therefore, the simplest definition of freedom is this: it means the
ability to do the will of God. To be able to resist His will is not to be
free.41
One attains true freedom, therefore, in cooperating with God’s grace and doing God’s
will. It follows that “If we never encounter him, our freedom never fully develops.”42 The
person deeply united with God grows in the fullness of freedom.
3.3.5 Wisdom—Sapientia
Particularly in the final decade of his life, Merton associated “the ability to
perceive the sacredness of the ordinary [and] the unity of the disparate . . ., with the gift
of wisdom.”43 In his essay “Gandhi and the One-eyed Giant,” Merton describes wisdom
as a way of knowing “which transcends and unites . . . which dwells in body and soul
together and which, more by means of myth, of rite, of contemplation, than scientific
experiment, opens the door to a life in which the individual is not lost in the cosmos and
40

Simsic, 15.

41

Merton, New Seeds, 200-201.

42

Basil Pennington, Thomas Merton Brother Monk: The Quest for True Freedom (New York: Harper and
Row Publishers, 1987), 28.
43

O’Connell, “Wisdom,” TME, 533.

137

in society but found in them.”44 This is the kind of wisdom that, even in its so-called
“secular” or “profane” form, makes “all life sacred and meaningful.”45
Wisdom became increasingly important to Merton in the last decade of his life for
four notable reasons.46 First, it rooted him solidly in his own tradition of Christian
contemplation. Second, it served as an important point of encounter with the religious
traditions of the East. Third, it gave him a theological grounding for his sacramental
vision of creation, and fourth, it provided an “alternative perspective to the analytical,
quantitative, exploitative approach to the uniqueness of scientific rationalism.”47
Scripture provided Merton with sources of reflection on sapientia. As a
Cistercian, he deemed wisdom to be the most important of the seven gifts of the Holy
Spirit named in Isaiah 11. Through the Pauline writings of 1 Corinthians, he pondered the
contrast between human and divine wisdom, and found the wellspring of wisdom in “the
personified figure of Wisdom as the creative agent of God in Proverbs 8 and the Wisdom
of Solomon.”48 As O’Connell notes, the figure of Wisdom became “identified implicitly
in the New Testament and explicitly by the Church Fathers with the Logos of John’s
Gospel, the pre-existent Word of God through whom all things were made and who takes
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on human nature in the person of Jesus.”49 Merton portrays wisdom as the feminine face
of God in his poem Hagia Sophia:
Sophia, the feminine child, is playing in the world, obvious and unseen,
playing at all times before the Creator. Her delights are to be with the
children of men. She is their sister. The core of life that exists in all things
is tenderness, mercy, virginity, the Light, the Life considered as passive,
as received, as given, as taken, as inexhaustibly renewed by the Gift of
God. Sophia is Gift, is Spirit, Donum Dei. She is God-given and God
Himself as Gift.50
The feminine figure of Wisdom is compassionate and tender in contrast to a utilitarian
orientation to life, in which everything must have “a clearly defined purpose.”51 Merton
saw “contemplative wisdom” as “a living contact with the Infinite Source of all being, a
contact not only of minds and hearts, not only of ‘I and thou,’ but a transcendent union of
consciousness in which man and God become, according to the expression of St. Paul,
‘one spirit.’”52
Christopher Pramuk, in his article “Theodicy and the Feminine Divine: Thomas
Merton’s ‘Hagia Sophia’ in Dialogue with Western Theology,” further reflects that, for
Merton Sophia “is not just the feminine face of a masculine God, or a masculine God
with feminine attributes . . . but an active power permeating all things.”53 Through the
affirmation of the feminine dimension of God, Merton seeks to “articulate a mode of
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divine presence hidden in and responsive to the crisis of his times: a mode of presence
faithful to the revelation of God and humanity fully alive in Jesus, and at the same time, a
vision of Christian hope, a kind of God-talk . . . that will resonate in a key familiar to
others beyond Christianity and Catholicism.” 54
Merton’s rootedness in Christian contemplation led him to discover the wisdom in
other religious traditions. Despite his decisively Christocentric approach to wisdom, he
recognized that other religions, notably those of the East, also had at their core a vital
tradition of mysticism and wisdom. He writes, “In all religions it is more or less generally
recognized that this profound ‘sapiential’ experience, call it gnosis, contemplation,
‘mysticism,’ ‘prophecy,’ or what you will, represents the deepest and most authentic fruit
of the religion itself.”55 The wisdom tradition at the heart of every religion is grounded in
contemplation and is particularly evident in Zen. For Merton “Zen has much to say not
only to a Christian but also to a modern man. It is nondoctrinal, concrete, direct,
existential, and seeks above all to come to grips with life itself, not with ideas about life,
still less with party platforms in politics, religion, science, or anything else.”56 Merton
describes the true purpose of Zen as “awakening a deep ontological awareness, a
wisdom-intuition (Prajna) in the ground of the being of the one awakened”57
For Merton, the whole creation bears the imprint of and thus discloses
sacramentally the divine wisdom of God. He writes: “The forms and individual
54
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characters of living and growing things, of inanimate beings, of animals and flowers and
all nature, constitute their holiness in the sight of God. Their inscape is their sanctity. It is
the imprint of His wisdom and His reality in them.”58 Merton called this mode of wisdom
“sophianic,” indicating “the central wisdom that comes in tune with the divine and
cosmic music.”59 There is a revelatory dimension in the deepest patterns of order within
the structures of reality themselves. This cosmic order is prior to, though in complete
harmony with, the revelation of Scripture and the incarnation.60 This “cosmic revelation”
is the key to integrating Christian wisdom not only with Eastern religions but also with
pre-Christian Western thought and even with artists who, though they may not be
Christian, share a basic sapiential awareness.61
Compared to sapientia (the wisdom of God), scientia (scientific knowledge) is
“objective, analytical, abstract, and quantitative.” Though it “has a legitimate, indeed
indispensable role to play in human life,” when it seeks to control wisdom by claiming to
be the only valid form of knowledge, and negates the questions raised by wisdom as
insignificant, then it becomes a problem.62 As Merton writes in Faith and Violence,
“Without wisdom, without the intuition and freedom that enable man to return to the root
of his being, science can only precipitate him still further into the centrifugal flight that
58
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flings him, in all his compact and uncomprehending isolation, into the darkness of outer
space without purpose and without objective.”63
According to Merton, “neither the ancient wisdoms nor the modern sciences are
complete in themselves.” They are not independent entities but are interconnected.
Wisdom without the appropriate scientific knowledge is unable to understand fully the
“sapiential meaning of the created and material cosmos.” Science without wisdom
enslaves humans within a “world of unrelated objects in which there is no way of
discovering (or creating) order and deep significance in man’s own pointless existence.”64
Without wisdom, and with scientific knowledge alone, it is impossible for humans to be
united with God and to live an integrated life. However, when scientia is incorporated
with wisdom, it advances, “personal, social, and cosmic harmony.”65
CONCLUSION
Merton’s search for God in contemplation is foundational to his spirituality. His
longing for silence and solitude in contemplation led him to encounter God, and to be
conscious of the presence of God everywhere, at every moment and in every person. In
his writings, he opens the riches of wisdom from his contemplative journey to nurture the
spirituality of others. Merton invites every spiritual seeker to silence, solitude, and
contemplation, to find Christ’s divine presence hidden within and thereby to return to
one’s true self. He has left a legacy not only for those in consecrated life, nor merely for
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Christians, but for all humanity. The following chapter considers Merton’s call to the
prophetic dimensions of contemplative life.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE PROPHETIC SPIRITUALITY OF THOMAS MERTON
INTRODUCTION
As a Christian spiritual leader of the twentieth century, Merton sought to find a
balance between contemplation and social justice. His contemplative experience led him,
out of love for God and God’s creation, to give voice to the prophetic dimensions of the
Christian message.1 He believed that contemplation and action for social transformation
must go hand-in-hand, making him a vanguard of the modern-day emphasis on the
intersection of faith and political life. Though he was a monk, he realized that he was
called to go beyond the confines of his monastic life and to engage prophetically in the
life of the society. As a prophet, he shared his passion for justice with the broken world
through his writings, many of which denounced the injustices within the culture and
society. His message was at once “deeply spiritual” and “profoundly political.” And “it
broke loose of any categories or ideologies: it was human to the core.”2 Merton is
therefore a role model for a contemporary, contemplative-prophetic life.
This chapter explores Merton’s contribution as a prophet to the world, the church,
and the American society. Part One engages Merton’s prophetic awakening and vocation.
Part Two explores the roots of Merton’s prophecy, which include the biblical foundations
and William Blake’s prophetic vision. Part Three analyzes the influence of contemporary
prophets, notably Dorothy Day and the Baroness Catherine de Hueck, on Merton’s
prophetic vision. Part Four explores Merton’s reading of the signs of the times,
1

For a definition of the “prophetic” as it is used in this study, see Chapter One, 24-27.

2

John Dear, The Sound of Listening: A Retreat Journal from Thomas Merton’s Heritage (New York:
Continuum Publishing Company, 1999), 10.

144

considering the influences of Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. on his approach to
nonviolence, racism in the United States, his views on peace and nuclear war, his
denunciation of the Vietnam War and his prophetic contribution to Church.
4.1 MERTON’S PROPHETIC CALL
Merton’s prophetic call was not immediately evident in the early years of his life,
but was “germinating, awaiting release at the opportune moment.”3 “Fidelity to God” was
the source of Merton’s prophetic spirituality.4 He held that one need not explicitly play
the role of a prophet; rather, by simply remaining faithful to God in all things, one
becomes a sign of contradiction in the world and the church against the values that
oppose God’s justice and mercy.5 He came to believe that every monk has a vocation in
this world to be a prophetic voice.
Merton’s prophetic spirituality was firmly grounded in the charismatic
dimensions of the spiritual life, which link inextricably the realms of the contemplative
and the prophetic.6 This spirituality “insists on personal experience as a crucial
component in the spiritual quest, [and] in Merton’s view, it seeks to foster a prophetic
ear—a way of listening to and discerning God’s voice and will.”7 His mystical experience
at Fourth and Walnut on March 18, 1958, in which he experienced a oneness with the rest
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of humanity, marked the culmination of his long, gradual awakening to a prophetic call:
“In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I
was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, that they
were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were
total strangers.”8 This experience awakened Merton’s deep need to express himself
prophetically: “It was a mystical insight that reconciled his early passion for justice with
his equally passionate desire for solitude.”9 It was an invitation for Merton to return to the
world as a transformed monk to serve humanity in compassion and love. William
Shannon explains that Merton was drawn back to the world because
[h]e saw a world full of men and women blinded by illusion, not knowing who
they were or what destiny lay in store for them. It was a world benumbed by a
technological culture that conspired to hide from people the truth of their
humanness and their right to be truly free. He had responsibility to that world that
he could not shirk simply because he lived in a monastery.10
Merton’s inner eyes were opened through this mystical experience. In a letter to
Pope John XXIII in November 1958, he put words to his new vision of himself and his
place in the world:
It seems to me that, as a contemplative, I do not need to lock myself into solitude
and lose all contact with the rest of the world; rather this poor world has a right to
a place in my solitude. It is not enough for me to think of the apostolic value of
prayer and penance; I also have to think in terms of a contemplative grasp of the
political, intellectual, artistic and social movements in this world—by which I
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mean sympathy for the honest aspirations of so many intellectuals everywhere in
the world and the terrible problems they have to face.11
As a contemplative, Merton came to recognize his responsibility to make the world part
of his spirituality and to reach out to humanity in compassion and love. He explained to
Pope John that he had begun to exercise “an apostolic friendship” with “a circle of
intellectuals”— artists, writers, publishers, and poets. He even proposed the idea of a
monastic foundation “whose purpose would be to exercise a contemplative apostolate of
this kind”—perhaps in South America.12 As Paul Dekar comments, “Whatever the
circumstances that led Merton to Gethsemani, his wild youth, his sexual adventures as a
young person, his concern about war, his horror at a world marked by genocide and other
evils, withdrawal from society freed him to be open to a new world of possibility for
embracing and serving others.”13 Merton’s prophetic call was thus awakened as he sought
to live out his contemplative spirituality.
4.2 THE ROOTS OF MERTON’S PROPHECY
4.2.1 Biblical Foundations
Merton drew his prophetic insights from the Scriptures. Reflecting on the
prophetic figures of the Bible, he asserts, “A prophet is one who lives in direct
submission to the Holy Spirit in order that, by his life, actions and words, he may at all
times be a sign of God in the world of men. Christ the Incarnate Word was of course the
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supreme Prophet, and all sanctity participates in this prophetic quality. Their submission
to God is not merely a matter of charismatic accident but of perfect fidelity to grace.”14
For Merton, the foundation of prophecy in the Bible is rooted in the “vocation of Israel.”
God loved the people of Israel and established a covenantal relationship with them on
Mount Sinai (Ex.19:5-6). Through this covenant, God entered into an intimate
relationship with them. This covenantal relationship revealed the faithfulness of the Lord
in the Exodus journey.15 As the chosen instruments of God, the prophets of Israel had a
mission to remind the people to remain faithful to God in their journey to the Promised
Land. Prophets such as Moses, Elijah, Jeremiah, John the Baptist, and others were
solitaries, desert figures, and voices crying in the wilderness.16 The ultimate goal of the
prophets was to restore right relationship in all spheres of life. In Disputed Questions,
Merton reflects on the core message of prophecy:
Return to the spirit of your days in the desert! Recovery of the spirit of the desert
meant a return to fidelity, to charity, to fraternal union; it meant destruction of the
inequalities and oppressions dividing rich and poor; conversion to justice and
equity meant the return to the true Sabbath. For the law of the desert was the law
of peace, direct dependence on the Lord, silence, trust, forgiveness of debts,
restoration of unity, purity of worship.17
The prophets were called by the Lord to liberate those who were oppressed and to restore
the entire creation in unity and love. For this, however, they were often ridiculed,
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humiliated, condemned, abandoned, persecuted or killed by the political and religious
leaders.18
Merton believed that prophecy and prophetic action are fulfilled in Jesus, who
was filled with the Spirit and led by the Spirit into the wilderness to challenge the
dominion of the evil spirit. He proclaimed the good news of liberation to the poor and
downtrodden. As a consequence of his fidelity to his mission, Jesus was rejected,
tortured, and crucified.19 For the Christian, prophecy means “participation in the identity
and mission of Jesus.”20
For Merton, the role of the prophet in the contemporary world is the same as that of
the biblical prophets: the “identification and denunciation of idolatry.”21 Today, humans
worship the idols of material wealth, possessions, comfort, and religious or political
power. Ideologies become gods when people dedicate their time, devotion, unreasonable
loyalty, energy and vitality to these idols.22 In the contemporary world, the prophetic role
is to recognize personal idolatries and to address them in order to help people to be
liberated from within. Merton assumes that the true liberation of the prophet depends on
the humility to be rooted in God’s presence, which gives him/her “the courage to speak
and act prophetically.”23
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4.2.2 William Blake’s Prophetic Vision
Merton first reflected on prophecy at the age of twenty three, while studying the
works of Blake.24 In a letter to Robert Lax, he wrote, “I have studied William Blake, I
have measured him with a ruler, I have sneaked at him with pencils and T squares, I have
spied on him from a distance with a small spyglass, I have held him up to mirrors, and
will shortly endeavor to prove the prophetic books were all written with lemon juice and
must be held in front of a slow fire to be read.”25 Merton thoroughly studied Blake and
was deeply compelled by his prophetic imagination. For Blake, “imagination is the
faculty by which man penetrates ultimate reality and religious mystery.”26 The
imagination is essential to understanding reality, and Blake had the capacity to see it as it
existed.27
Merton considered Blake a prophet in the sense that he ‘“utters’ and ‘announces’
news about man’s own deepest trouble—which is man himself.”28 In the midst of this
trouble, however, the prophetic imagination envisions a hope-filled future marked by
justice and peace.29 In Merton’s view, “The revolutionary energy of Blake and his
impassioned fight for charism and vision against dogma and institution make him an
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obvious saint for radical Christians.”30 For Merton, Blake is a “seer—a visionary,”
because he “boldly asserted his own imaginative vision in the face of ridicule and
misunderstanding.”31 Blake was ablaze with prophetic anger against “the blind
complacencies of rationalism, of Enlightenment deism, and of the established
Churches,”32 and criticized any spirituality or institution which diminished, distorted, or
sought to control the human experience of God. Blake’s prophetic critique of institutional
religion enabled Merton to later evaluate critically the institution of monasticism.
Influenced by Blake, Merton wrote two anti-poetry books—Cables to the Ace, or
Familiar Liturgies of Misunderstanding and The Geography of Lograire. The prophetic
role of anti-poetry is to parody the hollowness and absurdity of “modernity’s suppressed
imagination and spirit.”33 By demonstrating that “words have become empty and
meaningless—only noise,” anti-poetry discloses society’s deep need for silence and
integrity, and seeks to foster a higher consciousness.34 Blake’s prophetic mysticism
enabled Merton to be an authentic contemplative prophet of the twentieth century, to
challenge the injustices prevalent in the society and the church.
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4.3 THE INFLUENCE OF THE CONTEMPORARY PROPHETS
4.3.1 Baroness Catherine de Hueck
As part of the program Merton was teaching for the summer school students at St.
Bonaventure, famous speakers were made available to share their knowledge with the
students. One of the speakers was the Baroness Catherine de Hueck, a wealthy
Russian woman who had set up Friendship Houses in Toronto and Harlem. Friendship
House was an interracial apostolate which sought to improve race relations and awaken
Christians to respond to racial and economic injustice.1 She communicated a powerful
and simple message: “If Catholics could just see Harlem—this place of unrelieved
poverty and sickness, where an abandoned race of people was being crushed and
perverted, morally and physically, under the burden of colossal economic injustices—
they would not be able to stay away. They would want to come there to serve Christ
suffering in his members.”2
This message had a powerful impact on Merton. He spent two weeks immersed in
the work of Friendship House. Harlem was a world by which Merton had been largely
untouched as a student at Columbia, a “world of poverty and perversity, bred—he felt—
by the sins of white people. It was especially the world of abused children, crowded
together like sardines in tenement rooms where ‘evil’ takes place hourly and inescapably
before their eyes.”3 In the poem “Aubade—Harlem,” Merton expressed his bitter pain
and anger against the injustices done to the poor people of Harlem:
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Across the cages of the keyless aviaries,
The lines and wires, the gallows of the broken kites,
Crucify, against the fearful light,
The ragged dresses of the little children.
Soon, in the sterile jungles of the water pipes and ladders,
The bleeding sun, a bird of prey, will terrify the poor,
These will forget the unbelievable moon.4
In this poem, Merton pictures the poor of Harlem as birds locked in a cage, surrounded
by wires and lines. He raised his voice against the injustices perpetrated against them, and
carried their pain, which he saw as the agony of Christ himself:
Daylight has driven iron spikes,
Into the flesh of Jesus’ hands and feet:
Four flowers of blood have nailed Him to the walls of Harlem.5
Merton was deeply conflicted after his experience in Harlem—whether to join the
monastery or to serve the poor in Harlem. On November 23, 1941, Merton attended a
retreat for Friendship House volunteers, which was guided by Father Paul Hanley Furfey,
a professor of sociology and social justice activist from the Catholic University in
Washington, DC.6 The theme of the retreat was the Mystical Body of Christ, which in
Merton’s view, is “the one infinite source of life that nourishes both Friendship House
and the Trappists.”7 After the retreat, which emphasized the social implications of the
Mystical Body in relation to racial injustice, Merton returned home with fire in his heart
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(though Furfey had mentioned nothing about the Trappists).8 Nevertheless, after much
inner turmoil, he “chose Gethsemani over Harlem.”9
Though Merton chose the monastic life, he never forgot the racial issues and
poverty that touched him in 1941 in Harlem.10 The Baroness was the first person to
whom Merton communicated after his entry to the monastery regarding his decision to
become a monk. He wrote: “[I]t will no doubt be hard, but at least I will know there is
nothing keeping me from my God anymore—I can belong entirely to Him by simply
consenting to each trial as it presents itself, and that is enough! It is everything. I only
want to belong entirely to Him. I will never forget FH in my prayers!”11 His experiences
at Friendship House would forever infuse his contemplative life with prophetic fire.
4.3.2 Dorothy Day
Dorothy Day, the founder of the Catholic Worker movement in the United States,
influenced Merton to work for social justice. Merton and Day were among the four great
Americans, along with Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr., whom Pope Francis
recognized in his address to the U.S. Congress on September 24, 2015. The Pope
highlighted Day’s untiring work for “social justice and the rights of persons,” and
extolled Merton as “a man of prayer . . . who challenged the certitudes of his time and
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opened new horizons for souls and for the Church. He was also a man of dialogue, a
promoter of peace between peoples and religions.” 12
Day’s deep concern for the poor prompted her to establish the Catholic Worker
movement in 1932 along with Peter Maurin, and to become a voice for the voiceless
through her writings.13 Though Merton and Day never met in person, their friendship
revolved around a two-decades-long correspondence, through which they shared “their
mutual commitment to peace and non-violence and a love of literature,” notably Russian
literature.14 In the 1960s, Merton began to contribute regularly to the Catholic Worker
newspaper.
Merton and Day’s correspondence is thought to have begun in 1956. Upon
reading the Seven Storey Mountain in 1959, Day was not overly impressed. She saw
Merton’s interpretation of religious life as being confined inside the walls of
Gethsemane, and his worldview “narrow and limited.”15 In her diary entry of February
22, 1959, she wrote that Merton “has plunged himself so deeply in religion that his view
of the world and its problems is hateful and scornful.”16 However, as Merton began to
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embrace a more active role in non-violence, peacemaking, and social justice, Day and
Merton grew closer.17
They began a significant exchange around social issues. Merton lauded her
prophetic role in the American society and church and was deeply inspired by her passion
for peace and justice. He assured her of his support and solidarity in her work for peace:
I am touched deeply by your witness for peace. You are very right in
going at it along the lines of [Gandhi’s] Satyagraha. I see no other way,
though of course the angles of the problem are not all clear. I am certainly
with you on taking some kind of stand and acting accordingly. . . So don’t
worry about whether or not in every point you are perfectly right
according to everybody’s books: you are right before God as far as you
can go and you are fighting for a truth that is clear enough and important
enough. What more anybody can do?18
For Merton, Day embodied the authentic meaning of the Gospel: a deep love for the poor
and forgotten of the world. It may be said that “they lived parallel lives ultimately pointed
in the same direction: toward the inner and outer peacemaking that comes from radically
seeking God’s Presence and Love in all things.”19
4.4 READING THE SIGNS OF THE TIMES
In the manner of a true prophet, Merton read the signs of the times. He was deeply
disturbed by the injustice happening in American society. As Anthony Padovano notes,
Merton “makes contact in his writing with the cataclysmic events of his era: world wars
and nuclear arsenals, social violence and church reform, cultural upheavals and social
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revolutions. Tranquility is not easy in such a time, even for a hermit.”20 However, as Paul
Pearson, the former director of the Merton Center at Bellarmine University, observes: “In
facing the darkness of the bomb, our ecological degradation of the planet, our unbridled,
rampant technology, the breakdown of community and ultimately of communion between
people, Merton continually stresses that the Christian vision is greater than the darkness
which all too frequently seems ready to overwhelm us.”21 During Merton’s lifetime,
several trends threatened the quality of human life. He took up the key issues of war, the
nuclear arms race, racism and poverty.22 Believing that the true contemplative must not
become disassociated from the devastating consequences of the sin of the world, Merton
avowed: “The contemplative life in our time is therefore necessarily modified by the sins
of our age. They bring down upon us a cloud of darkness far more terrible than the
innocent night of unknowing. It is the dark night of the soul which has descended on the
whole world.”23
Merton could see that the horrors of the twentieth century and the cruelty of
human beings were manifesting darkness within society, and therefore he stood and faced
the darkness and encouraged others to do the same. As Paul Dekar writes, “Welling up
with compassion for a world caught up in pursuit of the false self, a world of
hallucinogenic drugs, consumerism, propaganda, technology, and war, Merton sought to
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bring people to their senses.”24 As a contemplative prophet, Merton engaged the signs of
the times that remained obscure to most. In so doing, he confronted the world, American
society, and the Church through his writings on violence, nuclear war, the Vietnam War,
and racism.
4.4.1 Conquering Violence through Nonviolence
During the twentieth century, the world grew increasingly violent. According to
Merton, “the problem of violence today must be traced to its root: not the small-time
murderers but the massively organized bands of murderers whose operations are global. .
. . Violence today is white-collar violence, the systematically organized bureaucratic and
technological destruction of man.”25 Merton believed that structural violence could only
be overcome through the means of nonviolence.
For Merton, “nonviolence is not simply a way of proving one’s point and getting
what one wants without being involved in behavior that one considers ugly and evil.”26
Rather, it is possibly “the most exacting of all forms of struggle, not only because it
demands first of all that one be ready to suffer evil and even face the threat of death
without violent retaliation, but because it excludes mere transient self-interest from its
considerations.”27 He held that Christian nonviolence is “perhaps the only really effective
way of transforming human beings and human society.”28 In order to be truly
24
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transformative, however, it must be free of reliance on all uses of unjust power.29 The
power of nonviolence is rooted in humility, vulnerability, and powerless, trusting in “the
hidden power of the Gospel” and the reality of Christ’s victory over sin and death. It
implies “a particular understanding of the power of human poverty and powerlessness
when they are united with the invisible strength of Christ.”30 Merton further writes:
In resume, the meekness and humility which Christ extolled in the Sermon
on the Mount and which are the basis of Christian nonviolence are
inseparable from an eschatological Christian hope which is completely
open to the presence of God in the world and therefore to the presence of
our brother who is always seen, no matter who he may be, in the
perspectives of the Kingdom. Despair is not permitted to the meek, the
humble, the afflicted, the ones famished for justice, the merciful, the clean
of heart and the peacemakers. All the beatitudes ‘hope against hope,’ bear
everything, believe everything, hope for everything, endure everything (I
Cor. 13:7).31
For Merton, the beatitudes are the manifestation of Christ’s love for humanity. In turn,
“the Christian takes upon his own shoulders the yoke of the savior, meek and humble of
heart. This yoke is the burden of the world’s sin with all its confusions, and all its
problems.”32 Christians, in “humility and faith,” are called to be completely available to
their brothers and sisters.33 Nonviolence is a gift that Christians can offer to the world by
following the true path of Christ and thereby transforming the world into a place of love
and peace.
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4.4.1.1 Gandhi’s Satyagraha
Gandhi was key to Merton’s understanding of nonviolence. Merton’s
acquaintance with Gandhi began when he was studying at Oakham School in 1931,
where he defended Gandhi in a school debate. In the 1950s, he studied Gandhi’s writings
on non-violence in depth and produced two articles on Gandhi’s spirituality of
nonviolence: “A Tribute to Gandhi,” and “Gandhi and the One-Eyed Giant.”34 In 1965,
Merton published Gandhi on Non-Violence. In this book, Merton suggests that for
Gandhi, the traditional Indian understanding of ahimsa, or nonviolence is the basis of
“human life and action.” Ahimsa is rooted in the “realization of the unity of all reality.”35
Gandhi discovered a new concept to explain the true significance of nonviolence, which
he termed satyagraha, meaning firmness or “persistence in the truth.”36 In Merton’s
view, “a Satyagrahi is one who is totally dedicated to the transformation of his own life,
of his adversary, and of society by means of love.”37 Satyagraha promotes an inclusive
spirituality of love and acceptance of everyone. Gandhi found in Jesus Christ a true
model of nonviolence. In his view, “Jesus was the most active resister known perhaps to
history. This was non-violence par excellence.”38
Furthermore, for Gandhi, “nonviolence was not simply a political tactic which
was supremely useful and efficacious in liberating his people.” Rather, “the spirit of non34
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violence sprang from an inner realization of spiritual unity in himself.”39 Merton further
explains:
Gandhi recognized, as no other world leader of our time has done, the
necessity to be free from pressures, the exorbitant and tyrannical demands
of a society that is violent because it is essentially greedy, lustful, and
cruel. Therefore, he fasted, observed days of silence, lived frequently in
retreat, knew the value of solitude, as well as of the totally generous
expenditure of his time and energy in listening to others and
communicating with them.40
Merton appreciated that Gandhi’s deep rooted spirituality led him to live a contemplative,
disciplined, and nonviolent life. Motivated by Gandhi, Merton believed that if one wishes
to work for peace and non-violence, one must first be rooted within oneself, doing one’s
“inner work, and then it will spread far and wide in the Spirit of God.”41 Merton realized
that spiritual discipline was the “foundation of Gandhi’s active nonviolence.”42 Gandhi
overcame the violence within himself and in society through nonviolence, the fruit of his
spiritual discipline. Merton therefore considered Gandhi a role model for nonviolence in
that his “life was marked by wholeness and wisdom, an integrity and a spiritual
consistency.”43
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4.4.1.2 Martin Luther King, Jr.
Merton was inspired by the leadership of Martin Luther King, Jr., who
fought against racism using the “nonviolent philosophy of Gandhi.”44 David
Givey comments that “such leadership accepted suffering, not only to gain
freedom for black people but also to save white people’s souls by showing them
their sins of injustice.”45 For both King and Gandhi, nonviolence “was the only
method that respected the dignity, and indeed the sacredness, of the person.”46
They criticized the existing “attitudes and behaviors” that curtailed “human
freedom” and deadened human consciousness. They especially rejected the
human struggle for “power, status, and wealth—and consumerism,” which treats
humans as objects and uses interpersonal relationships for “manipulation and
exploitation.”47 King urged people to “move from a thing-oriented society to a
person-oriented society.”48 King’s civil rights movement was based on the “spirit
of Christian nonviolence.” Merton admired King and encouraged white
Americans to “read and ponder his words.”49
For Merton, like King, “commitment to nonviolence affirmed the
preciousness of each human life—an intuition rising out of his own contemplative
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experience of the presence of God at the still point (le pointe vierge) of each
person.”50 King emphasized that “every man is somebody, because he is a child of
God.” This universal identity is shared by all, because “every human being has
etched in his personality the indelible stamp of the Creator.”51 And he held that if
any human person “is treated as a means to an end, the image of God is abused in
him and consequently and proportionately lost by those who inflict this abuse.”52
For King and Merton alike, the “interrelatedness of human beings—the hidden
wholeness that binds us all together,” is the basis of our responsibility to enact
social justice.53
4.4.1.3 Challenging Racism in the United States
According to Merton, Christians in the United States often failed to recognize
their kairos time, those moments of truth, urgency and “providential decision,” in which
the time comes for a decisive response to a grave moral or social evil in society. This was
not entirely the case, however, with regard to the African-American nonviolent civil
rights movement. Merton believed that in this movement, under Martin Luther King Jr.,
the kairos moment was “met with a courageous and enlightened response.”54 In his view,
“The nonviolent-Negro civil rights drive has been one of the most positive and successful
expressions of Christian social action that has been seen anywhere in the twentieth
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century. It is certainly the greatest example of Christian faith in action in the social
history of the United States.”55
Certainly the heroic spirit of Christian faith manifested by African Americans in
the Birmingham demonstrations or the March on Washington in 1963, as well as the
prophetic response of white Protestants and Catholics across the U.S., decisively
influenced the passage of the Civil Rights Act.56 At the same time, it is important to note
that the white Christians supporting racial justice constituted a minority of U.S.
Christians at the time. Merton was thus compelled to challenge U.S. Christians with the
following words,
If there is a kairos, and perhaps there still is, it is not a “time” in which once again
we will convince the world that we are right, but perhaps rather a time in which
the crisis of man will teach us to see a few sobering truths about our own
Christian calling and our place in the world—a place no longer exalted and
mighty, or perhaps even influential. . . .
The American racial crisis which grows more serious every day offers the
American Christian a chance to face reality about himself and recover his fidelity
to Christian truth, not merely in institutional loyalties and doctrinal orthodoxies
(in which no one has taken the trouble to accuse him of failing) but in recanting a
more basic heresy: the loss of that Christian sense which sees every other man as
Christ and treats him as Christ.57
Merton saw “the error of racism” as a “logical consequence of an essentialist style
of thought” prevalent in Western culture, which objectifies others and reduces them to
precise categories in order to control them. This entails “finding out what a man is and
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then nailing him to a definition so that there can be no change.”58 It was by scapegoating
African Americans that whites managed to maintain their identity and power. According
to Merton, “blaming the Negro… has become a strong emotional need for the white
man,” giving him “a stronger sense of identity, or rather it protects an identity which is
seriously threatened with pathological dissolution. It is by blaming the Negro that the
white man tries to hold himself together.”59 Merton believed that the racial crisis in the
United States was a “colonial crisis” within the country itself rather than on a distant
continent. At the same time, “the slogan ‘Black Power’ implies not only the intent to use
political means in order to gain what is granted the Negro by law and refused him in fact.
It implies a consciousness of revolutionary solidarity with the colored in other parts of the
world.”60
The kairos moment offered an opportunity for unity and healing between whites
and African Americans. White society had sinned grievously against African Americans
through racial injustices and cruelties, but “the time has come when both white and
Negro have been granted, by God, a unique and momentous opportunity to repair this
injustice and to re-establish the violated moral and social order on a new plane.”61 Merton
held that Martin Luther King and other civil rights leaders bore the weight of suffering
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not only to liberate black people but to save the souls of white people by revealing to
them the depth of their sin.62
4.4.2 Peace and Nuclear War
Merton was born during the First World War and lived through the Second World
War, the Korean War, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the Vietnam War. In an essay
published in The Catholic Worker in October 1961, he wrote, “The present war crisis is
something we have made entirely for and by ourselves. There is in reality not the slightest
logical reason for war, and yet the whole world is plunging headlong into frightful
destruction, and doing so with the purpose of avoiding war and preserving peace!”63
Merton saw this as “true war-madness, an illness of the mind and the spirit that is
spreading with a furious and subtle contagion all over the world.”64 He directed his
“concern especially towards the United States, of all the countries that are sick the one
that is most ‘grievously afflicted.’”65 He asserted, “this is a nation that claims to be
fighting for religious truth along with freedom and other values of the spirit. Truly we
have entered the ‘post-Christian era’ with a vengeance. Whether we are destroyed or
whether we survive, the future is awful to contemplate.”66
Merton denied the traditional Catholic teaching on “Just War Theory” with regard
to the rules that govern the just conduct of war (jus in bello). These rules fall under two
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broad principles: discrimination, which seeks to determine the legitimate targets of war,
and proportionality, which considers the morally acceptable degree of force that may be
used to wage war. A third principle, that of responsibility, is sometimes included. This
principle considers where the responsibility lies in the waging of war.67
Merton felt that nuclear weapons violated the distinction between combatant and
noncombatants and also violated the principle of proportionality. “To my mind,” he
writes, “there was very little doubt about the immorality of the methods used in modern
war. . . . Methods that descend to wholesale barbarism and ruthless, indiscriminate
slaughter of noncombatants practically without defense are hard to see as anything else
but mortal sins.”68 This conviction led Merton to consider the noncombatant objector
status before he ultimately entered the monastery.
In an essay entitled “Peace: A Religious Responsibility,” Merton criticizes the
effect of nuclear war and the use of nuclear weapons. He states that the purpose of this
essay is
to stand back from the imminent risks of the Cold War crisis, seeking to judge the
problem of nuclear war not in relation to what seems to be our own interests or
even our own survival, but simply in the light of moral truth. A Christian ought to
consider whether nuclear war is not in itself a moral evil so great that it cannot be
justified even for the best of ends, even to defend the highest and most sacrosanct
of values.69
He laments that “both in the East and in the West nuclear weapons are taken for granted.
Nuclear war is now assumed to be a rational option or at least nuclear deterrence is
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accepted as a reasonable and workable way of ‘preserving peace.’”70 However, nuclear
war will “lead nowhere but to the suicide of nations and of cultures, indeed to the
destruction of human society itself.” He asserts that “America and Russia are playing the
paranoid game of nuclear war deterrence, each one desperately hoping to preserve peace
by threatening the other with bigger bombs and total annihilation.”71
Merton’s articles on war and peace brought him into conflict with the Cistercian
censors, who had to provide their imprimatur before Merton submitted what he wrote for
publication. The greatest trial Merton faced in this regard was the strong opposition from
his Abbot General, Dom Gabriel Sortais, who advised Merton that he could write on
peace but not on war. Sortais thus saw to it that Rome banned Merton’s manuscript Peace
in the Post-Christian Era. However, this information was kept from Merton by Dom
James for several months, thus allowing some of Merton’s articles on war and peace to be
published in such journals as Commonweal and The Catholic Worker. Shortly thereafter,
Merton was delighted to see Pope John XXIII’s encyclical Pacem in Terris (1963), which
condemned nuclear war and its consequences. Subsequently, “he wrote to the Abbot
General [Sortais] with tongue in cheek that it was a good thing the pope didn’t have to
get Pacem in Terris passed by Trappist censorship. He commented that the pope had
condemned the use of nuclear weapons much better than he himself could have done with
his writings.”72 Merton’s greatest contribution to the pursuit of peace, therefore, was the
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prophetic denunciation of the roots of war and violence, namely “fear, greed, and misuse
of technology.”73
4.4.3 Confronting the Vietnam War
Merton strongly opposed the Vietnam War. In May 1964, he wrote to President
Lyndon Johnson regarding his concern about the War. He said, “As a priest and a monk
of the Catholic Church I would like to add my voice to the voices of all those who have
pleaded for a peaceful settlement in Vietnam.”74 He denounced the war “not only on
humanitarian and moral grounds but also in the belief that the war can only strengthen the
appeal of communism in Asia.”75 He condemned the “delusionary” vision of Americans,
and their inability to see the struggles of the people of Vietnam, calling them “Men with
incredible technical skill and no sense of human realities in Asia—lost in abstractions,
sentimentalities, myths, delusions, narcissism and the Great Mania fixation of
America!”76
In Faith and Violence, Merton included a chapter entitled “Vietnam—An
Overwhelming Atrocity,” in which he expressed deep concern for the cruelties
perpetrated against the people of Vietnam. Americans were destroying the “lives,
villages, and the entire habitats” of the people in Southeast Asia.”77 He was deeply
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saddened by the victims of Napalm bombs, many of whom were young children, the
elderly or infirm.78
He highlighted two contrasting perspectives on the war. According to an
American Catholic bishop seeking to console President Johnson, the Vietnam War was “a
sad and heavy obligation imposed by the mandate of love,” but from a Vietnamese
Buddhist nun came these words: “You Americans come to help the Vietnamese people,
but have brought only death and destruction. Most of us Vietnamese hate from the
bottom of our hearts the Americans who have brought the suffering of this war.” 79
Merton denounced American perspectives on the war for being completely out of touch
with the human reality:
The tragic thing about Vietnam is that, after all, the “realism” of our
program there is so unrealistic, so rooted in myth, so completely out of
touch with the needs of the people whom we know only as statistics and to
whom we never manage to listen, except where they fit in with our own
psychopathic delusions. Our external violence in Vietnam is rooted in an
inner violence which simply ignores the human reality of those we claim
to be helping.80
In May 1966, Merton welcomed Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk,
prominent peace-maker, and proponent of socially-engaged Zen Buddhism, to his
hermitage at Gethsemani. Merton described him as “a perfectly formed monk.”81 Nhat
Hanh taught his disciples, “Do not avoid suffering or close your eyes before suffering. Do
not lose awareness of the existence of suffering in the life of the world. Find ways to be
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with those who are suffering, including personal contact, visits, images, and sounds. By
such means, awaken yourself and others to the reality of suffering in the world.”82 As a
consequence of this teaching, many Vietnamese Buddhists “peacefully resisted the war
and had worked toward a ‘third way’ solution that sought a negotiated end to the civil
war and the exodus of American soldiers.”83 The horrors of the war caused Nhat Hanh to
temporarily give up “many of the externals of the monastic life in order to act as a
spokesman for the war’s victims,” though he would always remain a contemplative.84
After Nhat Hanh’s visit, Merton wrote a short reflection in which he called Nhat
Hanh his “brother”: “He is more my brother than many who are nearer to me in race and
nationality, because he and I see things exactly the same way. He and I explore the war
for exactly the same reasons . . . reasons of sanity, justice and love. We deplore the
needless destruction the . . . ravaging of human life, the rape of the culture . . .”85 In
Nhat Hanh, Merton had encountered “a monk who carried his hermitage invisibly around
him, a contemplative wandering the face of the earth, bearing his own silence amid the
surrounding noise.”86 Nhat Hanh’s visit began to prepare Merton for his pilgrimage to
Asia in 1968.87
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4.4.4 Prophetic Contribution to the Church
4.4.4.1 Prophetic Voice at the Vatican Council
Pope John XXIII convoked the Second Vatican Council, which opened in October
1962 and ended in December 1965. Through the council, Pope John hoped to “restore the
simple and pure lines that the face of the Church of Jesus had at its birth.”88 Merton
appreciated the Pope’s approach: “Really Pope John has been a great gift from God to all
of us. What a superb Pope, and what a heart.”89 Though he was not physically present at
the council, Merton actively participated in it “through correspondence and the
circulation of his writings.”90 The Pope was delighted to receive Merton’s letters
expressing his concerns for the world, society and the church.
Merton prepared himself well to understand the council by reading Hans Kung’s
The Council, Reform and Reunion.91 Merton appreciated this book because it was “noble,
straight and courageous . . . The vigor and honesty of the message was tremendous.”92
Merton had great expectations for the council: “The Council! Such hope and such fears!
But the Holy Spirit really is in command there, though He may not be at the Pentagon.”93
At the same time, he feared that “authoritative demands” and obligations would be
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imposed, “without freeing the heart to receive the Holy Spirit in abundance.”94 He was
certain the council would be a disaster if it “simply reaffirmed disciplinary rules that had
been in place for centuries.” He most wanted “reform and renewal in the Church.”95
Merton anticipated that some of the concerns of the council’s agenda would include
“major liturgical reforms, clarification of the role of the bishops, peace in the world,
reforming the Roman curia.”96
However, Merton was most concerned about the issues of “war, peace,
deterrence, conscientious objection and nonviolence.”97 At the end of the third session of
the council, Bishop John Taylor of Stockholm extolled Merton and spoke affirmatively of
his position on nuclear war: “Thomas Merton, one of the most profound mystical
theologians of our times, has written that total nuclear war would be a sin of mankind
equal only to the crucifixion of Christ. Modern means of war threaten the very existence
of man. Moreover, the Council has a sacred duty to respond with all its moral power to
this threat of mankind’s self destruction.”98 Merton influenced the Holy Father regarding
the formation of the encyclical Pacem in Terris.99 He was delighted when Pope John
published the encyclical on Holy Thursday, April 11, 1963. The encyclical argued that,
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“it is impossible for war to be an instrument of justice in the context of nuclear
armaments.”100
The document of the council that reflected on the problem of war and peace was
initially entitled “Schema 13,” and later became the Pastoral Constitution on the Church
in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes).101 In 1965, when the fourth session of the
Council was to begin, Merton wrote an article entitled “Schema Thirteen: An Open Letter
to the American Hierarchy,” in which he enjoined the bishops to transcend their “national
interests” and to follow higher values: “The Christian is called, as always, to a decision
for Christ, not to a decision for this or that kind of society. He is called to obey the
Gospel of love, for all men, and not simply to devote himself to the interests of a nation, a
party, a class, or a culture.”102 He challenged them to condemn the “indiscriminate
slaughter of combatants and noncombatants.”103 Merton urged that “The common man,
the poor man, the man who has no hope but in God, everywhere looks to the Church as a
last hope of protection against the unprincipled machinations of militarists and power
politicians.”104 Heeding Merton’s words, the council took a stand on nuclear war,
declaring that “the arms race is an entirely treacherous trap for humanity.”105
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Merton welcomed the shift advanced by the council concerning the Church’s selfunderstanding and internal structures. With regard to the Dogmatic Constitution on the
Church (Lumen Gentium), he wrote, “Instead of considering the Church primarily and
principally as a hierarchical society and a strictly organized institution, [the Constitution]
affirms that the Church is the community of the faithful, the Mystical Body of Christ, the
people of God.”106 This shift stresses the “primacy of the spiritual life and its fruitfulness
over organizational rigidity and institutional power.” This was not to deny that the church
was an organized institution, but that its laws and structures exist for the sake of love and
of life, and “to safeguard the freedom of the Spirit within the framework of earthly
society.”107 Thus, the ultimate purpose of the church is “the transformation and
consecration of all life to God by the leaven of holiness.”108 Merton was gratified that the
council had ushered in a new and vital understanding of the church, one which reversed
the hierarchical, juridical ecclesiology of the second millennium. In this new
understanding, “a static concept of the Church as organization is replaced by a dynamic
concept of the Church as a living body moved by the invisible and divine Spirit of Truth
and Love imparted to her by the Risen Christ.”109
Another of Merton’s contributions to the council was to the renewal of the liturgy.
Early on, he had written two essays on Sacrosanctum Concilium, the council’s document
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on the liturgy: “Liturgy and Christian Personalism,”110 and “Liturgical Renewal: The
Open Approach.”111 The first article reflects on the liturgy as the primary way in which
“the faithful may express in their lives and manifest to others the mystery of Christ and
the real nature of the true Church.”112 In the second article, Merton explores the shift
from rubricism to “the active involvement of people in the liturgy; communion under
both the kinds; and a new spirit of openness between priest and people.”113 Moreover, he
foresaw “the need for a translation of the Scriptures that was meant for public
proclamation, and the need for good music.”114
Finally, Merton brought to light the importance of re-conceiving the church’s
relationship with other world religions, and of opening the possibilities for interreligious
dialogue. Merton’s influence was clearly evident in the Declaration on the Relationship
of the Church to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra Aetate), promulgated in October 1965.
This document represented a remarkable reversal in the church’s self-understanding in
relation to other faith traditions, recognizing that these traditions “reflect a ray of that
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Truth which enlightens all men.” Therefore, the church exhorts the faithful that “through
dialogue and collaboration with the followers of other religions, carried out with
prudence and love and in witness to the Christian faith and life, they recognize, preserve
and promote the good things, spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-cultural values
found among these [religions].”115 Merton’s close friendships with spiritual seekers of
other traditions, notably Rabbi Abraham Heschel,116 had opened his eyes to the beauty,
wisdom, and truth found in these traditions. It is clear that Merton’s invisible presence
pervaded the council, contributing substantially to the renewal and reforms of Vatican
4.4.4.2 Renewal of Monastic Formation
Merton entered the monastery in 1941, to seek God and do God’s will. As he
grew in union with God through prayer, solitude, and contemplation, he felt the call to
renew the monastic life. His entire program of renewal was focused on seeking “God
Alone,” which he saw as the purpose of the monastic life, “not farming, not chanting the
psalms, not building beautiful monasteries, not wearing a certain kind of costume, not
fasting, not manual labor, not reading, not meditation, not vigils in the night, but only
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GOD.” Paul Dekar explains that in this regard, Merton was differentiating the “means
and the one reason for the monk’s existence.”117
During the twenty-seven years of his monastic life, Merton contributed to the
renewal of the monastic order regarding “monastic formation, prayer, contemplation and
engagement with people in the world.”118 He was not concerned with the “institution of
monasticism,” per se, but focused on the “vision expressed in classic monastic sources
and on insights for contemporary monks” that could be applied to their lives.119
Merton’s first endeavor to renew the Cistercian Order began on September 10,
1949, when he sent three proposals to the annual meeting of the representatives of the
Cistercians gathered in France from all over the world.120 The first proposal was “to
strengthen the theological training at the monastery.”121 He sought to make the Cistercian
program for priestly studies in spiritual theology, focusing on the Cistercian Fathers,
mystical theology, canon law, and other important subjects to prepare the leaders of the
future. In order to provide an optimal learning environment, Merton wished to have a
separate building for the students.122 Second, he wanted to construct a small chapel for
the monks to spend time in retreats and solitude. Third, he recommended having a retreat
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master for groups of retreatants.123 To educate the brothers, Merton updated the
Gethsemani library with books on the Bible, liturgy, and early Christian writings, and
sowed the seeds of passion for the word of God in their minds.124 As a novice master,
“Merton sought to make each individual aware of his human experience so that it might
be a channel for self-knowledge and a way of opening to the life of the Spirit. He taught
in a way whereby students and teacher explored what is meaningful, real, and true for
oneself and in life.”125 He introduced a new educational approach that was “experiential
and participatory rather than catechetical.”126 In order that monks and students at
Gethsemani spend more time in contemplation, Merton expressed to the abbot General
Gabriel Sortais that “an area be set aside for them in the woods.” Surprisingly, Sortais
granted Merton’s request. Thus, “on Sundays and feast days, students and novices could
withdraw for several hours to relax in a beautiful setting, read Scripture, and pray.”127
Merton believed that the “monastery should not be an enclave of eccentric or
archaic human beings who have rebelled against the world.”128 He endeavored to form
the monks to face the challenges of the twentieth century—not only to “embrace the
Mystery of Christ, but also the modern world of science, technology, and revolution.”129
Merton believed that the monks, after having discovered their true selves in freedom,
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needed to find new ways to “build, on earth, the Kingdom of God.”130 He held that the
ultimate meaning and purpose of monastic formation is to “acquire a heart that knows
God, not just a heart that loves God or communes with God but one that knows God.” 131
He realized that the most significant way to grow deeper into the knowledge and mystery
of God was to grow in prayer.132
Another important contribution Merton made to monastic renewal was the
introduction of hermitages into Cistercian practice. Notably, he was the first Trappist to
move into a hermitage. This grew out of Merton’s longing for a greater degree of silence
and solitude, for himself and for other monks. For him, the solitary life was “the crown of
the monastic vocation.”133 Merton expressed his concern that
the environs and atmosphere of the large monastery tend sometimes to become
increasingly noisy and active and unfavorable for the development of a deep,
silent, contemplative life. It is more and more necessary for those called to a more
intense and simple life of prayer to be able to seek silence and solitude at a
distance from the monastery. . . . there is a real need to construct a hermitage at
some distance from the monastery, with facilities for both relative and complete
solitude, to provide for temporary and permanent vocations to solitude, without
severing the bonds of the monk with the community of his vocation and of his
profession.134
According to his request to the abbot’s council, in 1965, Merton was granted permission
to live as a full-time hermit in the house that was built for ecumenical meetings and
discussions. After ten years of service as a novice master, Merton had chosen a new path
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“to the place of his new freedom.”135 As Shannon observes “It was a new and crucial
stage of that real journey in life that is interior, that involves growth and an ever-greater
surrender to the creative action of love and grace in human hearts.”136 On April 24, 1965,
Merton wrote to Ernesto Cardenal, “It is a wonderful life. Actually it has transformed me,
and I am now at last convinced that I have found what I have always been looking for.”137
CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have explored the prophetic challenges Merton posed to the
church and the world. For Merton, both inner and outer explorations were rooted in an
intense awareness of the reality of God’s presence in the individual heart and in the heart
of human history. As a visionary, Merton contributed greatly to public life in America, to
the universal church and the world at large through his contemplative experiences, his
commitment to peace and non-violence, and his incisive writings. He was both
appreciated and strongly criticized by religious and political leaders of his time for daring
to raise his voice against the injustices in the society and the church, and to do so as a
Christian monk. The following chapter will consider how Thomas Merton, who read the
signs of the times, and confronted the injustices of his own era, can motivate the
consecrated people of India today to become contemplative prophets and to reach out to
the people on the margins with love and compassion.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE RELEVANCE OF THOMAS MERTON’S CONTEMPLATIVE –
PROPHETIC SPIRITUALITY FOR THE CONSECRATED LIFE IN INDIA
INTRODUCTION
Thomas Merton followed Jesus Christ radically through the monastic vows of
chastity, poverty, obedience, and stability, reading the signs of the times through the lens
of a mystical-prophetic spirituality. In this way, he contributed enormously to the
transformation of U.S. political discourse, monastic life, and the Church’s identity and
mission in the modern world. The path Merton chose in following Christ may serve as an
example to the consecrated men and women of India to pursue forms of contemplation
that are transformative both of spiritual life and the social structures which lie at the root
of suffering and injustice in India today. From this deep contemplative grounding will
come the courage and determination to read the signs of the times and to respond to them
“in the light of the Gospel.”1
To consider the relevance of Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality for
Indian consecrated life, I have divided this chapter as follows. The first part deals with
the goals of consecrated life in India as they pertain to the transformation of the society
through the influence of education and the compassionate response to the cries of the
marginalized. Part two examines some key internal and external challenges to
consecrated life in India today. The internal challenges include the call to deepen the
mystical and contemplative dimensions of spiritual life, the institutionalization of the
Indian church, and the declining of religious vocations in the consecrated life. The
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external challenges consist of religious fundamentalism (Hindutva), socio-economic
incongruence, discrimination against women, and the growing ecological crisis. The third
part explores the relevance of Merton’s contemplative-prophetic spirituality to the
challenges of Indian consecrated life, some of which include the necessity of re-igniting
the spirit of contemplation through re-imagining union with God, re-building
communities of fraternal love, and renewing the understanding of the vows. And the
elements of Merton’s prophetic spirituality relevant to the Indian Church include being a
voice for the voiceless though denunciation of the social structures which oppress them,
revitalizing the process of formation, re-imagining the identity and role of women in the
church, and shaping an ecological consciousness through encountering God in Creation.
5.1. THE GOALS OF CONSECRATED LIFE IN INDIA AS GOSPEL WITNESS
Throughout the history of Christianity, God has called dedicated men and women
to follow Jesus Christ radically, to bear witness to His love and compassion in this world.
Consecrated people have dedicated themselves to furthering the vision and mission of
Jesus on earth by living as monks, hermits, priests, or women religious. Today, Indian
consecrated men and women number more than a hundred thousand. They are a mighty
force in the Indian Church, spreading the good news of God’s kingdom in a multireligious, multi linguistic, and multi-cultural nation.
The consecrated men and women of India bear witness to Jesus amidst the
challenges of religious fundamentalism, persecution, and violence. They proclaim the
Gospel “among peoples who do not know Jesus Christ and the Gospel.”2 As followers of
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Christ, they “set aside their abilities, time, talents, work, the sweetness and goodness of
their hearts, all for the service of others.”3 They share the pain and hope of the sick,
suffering, poor, marginalized and oppressed brothers and sisters of society. In this way,
“their words, their messages, the way they comfort the sorrowing and wipe the tears of
those in pain are God’s gifts and ways of expressing divine love.”4
5.1.1 Social Transformation through Education
Consecrated men and women in India play a significant role in the transformation
of society through the mission of education. The Catholic Education Policy, promulgated
by the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India, affirms that “the Church’s presence in the
world of education is a prophetic choice,” and therefore, “the Church sees education not
merely as a means for the personality development of individuals but also as an essential
tool for the transformation of society, to build a more egalitarian, inclusive and integrated
India.”5 As an educator, Dr. Lydia Fernandes, AC, comments on the benefits of the
Catholic educational system in India:
Wherever a Catholic school or college has been established, people of all castes and
communities have flocked to it, acclaiming its academic excellence, good
discipline, personal care and attention given to the students, the inculcation of
values, dedication of the staff, promotion of healthy staff-student relationship,
excellence in extracurricular activities, in a word, the all-round formation of the
students.6
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A large number of primary schools, secondary schools, colleges, engineering and medical
colleges run by the religious men and women have borne witness to the “presence of
Christ and His values,” through the service to the people of India.7
Despite these ideals and the profusion of exemplary service, however, the main
categories of people who receive the higher quality education in India are “boys, people
of urban areas, and the middle and upper classes and castes.”8 The Catholic educational
institutions of India largely fail to educate women, the poor, the lower castes, and the
people who live in rural and tribal areas.9 Catholic education is subject to criticism,
sometimes justifiably so, for “the elitism and westernization exhibited through the fads
and fashions in dress, attitudes, mentality, behavior, language and social values.” This
has led to the charge by some that the Catholic institutions “de-Indianize the students.”10
Furthermore, the institutional values, reflected most notably in a campus culture which is
“pro-rich and urbane,” prevent students from the economically disadvantaged sectors
from feeling welcome and comfortable. Sadly, the prevailing ethos of these institutions
“tends to be self-directed, result-oriented and competitive, whereby students get trapped
in the rat-race for achievement and self-glory.”11
Fortunately, there are prophetic voices within the church who are challenging the
Catholic educational system in India to reflect more fully the vision set forth (above) by
the bishops. Indian theologian and sociologist Paul Parathazham notes that education is
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never neutral; “although it tends to legitimatize and reproduce the status quo, it has also a
liberative potential that can lead to social transformation.”12 Sadly, in his estimation,
Catholic education in India largely serves the prior function.
Drawing on the critical pedagogies of Paulo Friere13 and Jesuit biblical theologian
George Soares-Prabhu, Parathazham calls for a “liberative thrust” in education, one
which treats students “not as passive receptacles for the teacher to deposit the content,”
but as fully engaged participants in their own learning process. The teacher thus serves as
one who accompanies the students on a “critical search for answers to questions that are
relevant to them.”14 This educational philosophy is best understood in terms of its
capacity to promote freedom, self-determination, and creativity rather than the
internalization of the prevailing structures of inequality and oppression. According to
Soares-Prabhu, the pedagogy of Jesus, which was “non-elitist, transforming, prophetic,
dialogical, and critical,” was liberative in two senses:
It liberated people by making them conscious of their worth as children of the one
Father in heaven. . .And as prophetic and critical teaching, it liberated them from
the manipulative myths which legitimized their oppressive and alienating society
by pointing towards a new fraternal and non-exploitative “world” in which people
could live together as brothers and sisters.15
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Sores-Prabhu thus imposes on Catholic educators the solemn charge that “Any pedagogy
that claims to be Christian must be liberative in this double sense.”16 In this educational
approach, the students have the responsibility to determine “what problems are worth
studying and what procedures of enquiry need to be employed.” Thus, the ultimate
purpose of education is not teaching as such, but rather “to inspire the desire for learning.
Once the student’s mind is set on fire, it will find a way to provide its own fuel.”17
Parathazham also calls for an ethos of cooperation, in which educators encourage
the students to develop the qualities of “service, compassion and cooperation rather than .
. . competition, which breeds individualism and personal ambition.”18 In this view,
students should be taught “to look upon their companions not as rivals to be defeated, but
as brothers and sisters to be cared for.”19 The talented and brighter students should be
encouraged to share their talents and skills to enrich the lives of the weaker and
marginalized students in order to build a just and egalitarian society.20 In sum, an
authentic Catholic education will guide students to not only “pursue their own personal
dreams for a better tomorrow, but also to commit themselves to the task of building the
India of our dreams.”21
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5.1.2 Responding to the Cries of the Marginalized
The hope-filled words of Gaudium et Spes encourage consecrated men and
women to share the sufferings of their brothers and sisters: “The joys and the hopes, the
griefs and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any
way afflicted, are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of
Christ.”22 With regard to the mission of the consecrated people to respond to the cries of
the marginalized, Kaitholil expands the categories of poverty to include multiple forms of
oppression and misery: “The poor are not only those who have no house or clothes or
food. All the sad, the oppressed, the sick, the destitute, those who are deprived of spiritual
development and progress, the illiterate, those who are ignorant of religious, cultural and
social matters, the backward classes, and such others are all among the poor.”23 The
missionary activities of education, healing, social work, and the other services by which
consecrated people are continuing to lessen the pain and struggles of the poor, constitute
their response to the cries of the oppressed.24
The service to the poor by consecrated people has been affirmed by the Indian
Government. As Dr. Verrier Elvin, who served as the adviser to the welfare of the
scheduled tribes25 of India, remarks, “They have brought to India the spirit of adventure
and dedication. Hundreds of them have left all comfort and convenience, gone to distant
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lands and lived there for years. They were the first in treating the lepers. They helped the
poor and the lowly; they befriended the untouchables. They took the lead in working for
the welfare of the scheduled tribes.”26 Moreover, their service to the poor is enabling the
people of other faiths to discover the path to God through service. As K.P. Naik, former
secretary to the Central Education Commission of India, comments, “It is from Christian
religion that Hindu religion received the idea that the way to God is through service to
humanity. Though we (Hindus) have our own ways of meditation, action and devotion, it
is from contact with Christian religion that we received the awareness of the importance
of service, that service to humans is an important way of finding God.”27 Through their
dedicated service, consecrated men and women “embody the spirit of Jesus for the
renewal of human society.”28
Amidst the challenges, complexities and contradictions of Indian society, the
consecrated people bear witness to the good news of Christ through their various
ministries of medical, social, pastoral, and educational work, and their care for the
marginalized members of the society. Although the consecrated are committed to bearing
witness to Christ by their presence and service, there is still much to be done by way of
moving out to the peripheries, to find and heal the poor and vulnerable members of
society.29
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5.2 THE INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL CHALLENGES TO THE
CONSECRATED LIFE IN INDIA
Today, India is in the midst of a technological, economic, and communication
revolution. This revolution involves the acceleration of science, technology,
globalization, economic liberalization, and various means of mass media
communications, much of which has influenced Indian people adversely and affected
their moral values and worldviews.30 Jesuit theologian Kurien Kunnumpuram sums it up
in this way: “A consumerist culture is slowly spreading through India. A new vision of
the world is exerting a lot of influence on our people. A secular outlook on life and a
passion for enjoying it are becoming widespread. Christian faith and a lifestyle that is
based on it are fast disappearing from Christian families.”31 These challenges deeply
affect the lives of consecrated men and women in India—spiritually, psychologically,
morally, socially, politically, and economically.
Current president of the Indian Theological Association, Shalini Mulackal,
remarks that it is perhaps no exaggeration “to say that religious life is in crisis” today.
While affirming the many positive elements, she asserts that “we cannot deny the fact
that there is an erosion of credibility in the way religious life is lived in India.” To this
she adds that an “absence of a vibrant spirituality can be sensed everywhere,” and a good
number of consecrated men and women are “cocooned in comfort zones of security.” The
impact of “individualism, consumerism and careerism” has significantly reduced the
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spirit of commitment and availability among religious.32 Although there are many
challenges in Indian society which affect the consecrated life in India, I will focus on a
few key elements. Internally, we see the need for the renewal of an authentic
contemplative spirituality, the adverse influence of institutionalization, and the decline of
religious vocations. The external challenges include Hindu religious fundamentalism,
economic and social incongruence, gender discrimination, and ecological crisis.
5.2.1 The Internal Challenges
5.2.1.1 Need for a Renewal of Contemplative Spirituality
One of the major challenges the consecrated men and women encounter in India
today is the need to renew the contemplative spirituality that lies at the heart of the rich
spiritual heritage of India. Kunnumpuram remarks that there are many devotions and
pious practices in Indian consecrated life, “but not enough spirituality.”33 Vandana
Mataji, a Catholic nun who initiated the Christian Ashram movement in India, expressed
that the consecrated people in India do not possess the “spirit of contemplation” that
would enable them to “enter into relationship with others and to grasp what reality is.” In
her words, “Religious give themselves entirely to works or services at the cost of their
contemplative dimension.”34 She adds that the consecrated life in India has become a
“smooth and easy life, an uninterrupted enjoyment of the goods of providence, full meals,
32
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soft raiments, well-furnished houses. . .the feeling of security, [and] the consciousness of
wealth and power.”35 These and many other factors “have choked the spirit of Indian
religious today.”36
In the face of the demands of institutional life, apostolic ministries, and
administrative tasks, consecrated people often fail to pursue the deeper dimensions of a
contemplative spirituality. Today it is urgent that they embrace such qualities of the
spiritual life as “simplicity, hospitality, silence, sense of the sacred, contemplation, [and]
community,” as these values “have not yet become the indigenous and habitual
expressions of consecrated life for us in our country.”37 It is a painful reality that the
consecrated men and women of India, who are called to be the spiritual guides of the
people, have largely failed to embrace the most essential spiritual dimensions of
consecrated life in order to bear witness to Christ amidst the multiple challenges facing
the nation today.
In the year 2000, The Conference of Religious in India (CRI) organized an event
focusing on the theme of “Religious Life in a New Era” in order to address the lack of
clarity among religious themselves with regard to the “specific purpose of religious life
and witness to the Church in today’s world.”38 There it was observed that when the
Christian missionaries came from Europe to India, the picture they gave to the Indian
society was one of “dedicated active workers, not of men and women of deep spiritual
experience primarily devoted to growing in union with God, the inner Ground of their
35

Ibid., 7.

36

Ibid. See also Kaitholil, 164.

37

Kaitholil, 166.

38

CRI, 5.

192

being, and helping others to the same experiential and practical awareness of his presence
and action within them and in human society in the perspective of eternity.”39 The
missionaries failed to transmit to the future generation a Christian spirituality rooted in
the Indian culture, and this fact has diminished the spiritual vibrancy of the consecrated
life of India. Kaitholil observes,
There can be no authentic consecrated Christian life unless it is rooted in the
Gospel and in the culture of the people. Christian consecrated life in India is
strongly influenced by western models and styles. Even the religious habits, food
habits, and community language appear very much foreign . . . India is known for
its wealth of spiritual experiences. It developed a style of consecrated life
centuries before Christianity. It is therefore unfortunate that Christian consecrated
life in India today has largely ignored the religious traditions of this country. 40
Thus, today, without blaming the predecessors of the Indian mission, consecrated people
have a solemn responsibility to rediscover the vital spiritual resources of India, which
will equip them to grow as contemplative prophets and to reflect a spirituality relevant to
the context of India.
5.2.1.2 Institutionalization of Consecrated Life
The Catholic Church in general, and in India in particular, is an institutionalized,
hierarchical structure, and seen by many as “foreign” or “Western,” an intrinsic part of
colonial history. This is so because, as Indian ecclesiologist Kuncheria Pathil argues, the
church has failed to inculturate itself into the rich multi-cultural and local religious
contexts of the Indian reality.41 Rather, the historical churches in India are “mere
‘extensions’ or ‘transplantations’ from outside,” and consequently, church structures and
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patterns of worship are likewise extrinsic, with “only minor adaptations . . . made to fit
into [the Indian] context.” With their center in Rome, the local churches largely adhere to
western cultural and religious norms. Pathil explains that “many of the Church’s huge
impressive institutions were mostly funded by the West and it is alleged that many of the
church’s educational and health institutions cater exclusively to the needs of the rich and
the super rich.” In this context, liturgical expression is Roman, Syrian, or Antiochean,
and church doctrines are formulated in Greco-Roman and Scholastic categories.42 The
Indian church, therefore, “seems to be alienated from the Indian cultural, religious, and
spiritual ethos.”43
The sages of India remind us that the “core of every religion is spiritual and
mystical experience.” If any religion fails to convey the “spiritual experience, it becomes
an empty shell.” Though the early Christian community originated as a “spiritual
movement,” the church of today has become far too “institutionalized, ritualistic and
legalistic.”44
The various religious orders were founded in the church to bear witness to
Christ’s presence in the world and to serve the needs of the marginalized members of
society through the various ministries of education, health care, the socio-pastoral
apostolate, and evangelization. As charismatic leaders, the founders of these orders
transmitted their deep-rooted spirituality and zeal for the mission to their members.

42

Pathil, 690

43

Ibid.

44

Ibid.

194

Religious charisma is a potentially subversive force in society and therefore a
threat to the status quo. Following Max Weber, Parathazham observes that every religion
is founded on the charismatic qualities of a spiritual leader who has an intrinsic authority
and has demanded obedience from a community of followers. Such authority is
considered to come neither from tradition nor from law but from the personal charisma of
the leader. This charismatic leader, therefore, “does not recognize the established order
based on tradition and law.”45 As religion becomes established, however, the
charismatic/prophetic dimensions are gradually eroded and replaced by an institutional
authority.46
Yet, in the Indian church, the institutional structures provide security and comfort
to those in consecrated life, shielding them from the human powerlessness and poverty to
which the Indian populations are subjected. It is this pervasive institutionalization that
dulls the church’s prophetic edge. As Mulackal explains,
Excessive institutionalisation has sucked the spirit and vitality of religious life
today. Increasingly, the security of the institution has removed the basic insecurity
demanded by the Gospel. Though religious life is of its essence prophetic,
prophecy has become easily institutionalised by achievement. Religious are no
longer seen as the people on the cutting edge, but rather are viewed as people
intimately connected with maintaining the institutions of society.47
In the face of such institutionalization, religious are largely removed from the sense of
the real mission to which they were called—the furthering of the reign of God. Instead,
they have become deeply immersed in the institutionalized forms of ministry originally
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undertaken to carry out this very mission.48 Gradually, the mission dimension of
consecrated life has given way to professionalism, careerism and the pursuit of personal
objectives. However, given that “the vast majorities are pushed to the periphery because
of their socio-economic and political powerlessness, promotion and furthering of the
reign of God necessarily involves taking the side of the oppressed and working with them
for their integral liberation.”49
Regrettably, this loss of charismatic and prophetic leadership in religious life has
led to the failure to denounce and struggle against “the structural evil embedded in social
structures and institutional forms.” Parathazham contends that the loss of the prophetic
dimension of religious life is a serious disorder of “authentic religiosity.”50 With this loss
comes a lack of self-transparency. Parathazham laments that “the culture of open and
honest self-criticism appears to be alien to most organized religions today.”51 Therefore,
consecrated people are called to cultivate periodical evaluations of their institutions, to
reflect on the degree to which they embody the prophetic dimensions of the Gospel
message that lead to the transformation of society and culture. In India, though
institutionalization is an inevitable reality, “its pitfalls and dangers can be minimized if
believers remain vigilant and engage in sustained and honest self-criticism.”52 These
challenges enjoin consecrated men and women to rethink the institutionalized forms of
mission and ministry in the church of India today.
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5.2.1.3 Decline of Religious Vocations
Today, most religious communities in India are facing the challenge of declining
vocations to consecrated life. In many other countries, they began facing this problem
decades ago. As theologian Joe Mannath observes, “Ever since the mid-sixties, the
number of religious in Europe and North America has been diminishing rapidly. Many
left, and very few have since joined. This has begun to happen in India, beginning with
urban areas, like Mumbai or Chennai, and then, the more educated zones like Goa,
Mangalore, Kerala and urban areas of other states.”53
According to Mannath, there are two main factors affecting the decline of
religious vocations in India. The first is “smaller families.” Decades ago, many vocations
came from larger families and therefore there was no great sacrifice on the part of parents
to send a son or daughter to consecrated life. Further, in some situations, it was easier
“for a financially hard-pressed family to let them go rather than educate them.”54 The
second factor involves the “far superior opportunities” available to young people today
“for study, for work, for travel, for earning high salaries, for making their decisions, for
getting to know people and places,” in comparison to past generations. Today, young
people look for more creative and dynamic lifestyles.55
The failure of consecrated people to assume a contemplative-prophetic role has
affected the church in India. However, as theologian John Sankarathil argues, the
“vocation crisis” may be perceived as a “challenge rather than a tragedy,” an “eye-opener
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and a call to every consecrated person and every Institute to re-examine their mission and
vision and the particular charism of the founder in the modern world.”56 The decline of
vocations to consecrated life invites the members of the various religious orders to “to
evaluate and re-evaluate the liberating dimensions of various ministries that are
traditionally carried out.”57 Sankarathil elucidates the contours of a vibrant, prophetic
spirituality for consecrated life in India today, one which integrates the elements of
prayer and prophetic witness:
Consecrated persons should possess a spirituality of profound commitment to God
and concern for the poor and the less-privileged. They should shine forth as a
beacon of hope in the lives of Christians by helping them to gain a better
understanding of their faith commitment. They should stand out as a
distinguishing expression of the prophetic vocation to counteract the power of evil
and poverty and enable others to take their place both in the Church and in
society. The appropriate starting point of this commitment is Jesus Christ and his
values and action for justice and equality. But religious life should not be reduced
to an action-oriented life. As a prophetic sign, the consecrated vocation to become
persons of God is an invitation to be persons of prayer and charity.58
There is thus a fundamental relationship between vocation and mission. As Pope
John Paul’s document, Vita Consecrata, urges, “The mission of the consecrated life, as
well as the vitality of institutes, undoubtedly depends on the faithful commitment with
which consecrated persons respond to their vocation. But they have a future to the extent
that still other men and women generously welcome the Lord's call.”59 God is speaking to
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consecrated men and women today through the signs of the times. The present issue is
not whether the numbers are large or small, but whether consecrated people are “listening
to what God is telling us today.” Through the centuries, consecrated life has assumed
many forms. Today, we are called to move beyond the outmoded—to “remain open to
hear what God is telling us in the new, and to be challenged by what our contemporaries,
especially the young, are telling us today. In keeping in touch with today’s men and
women, and listening to their needs with love, we will find the new forms that will
revitalize religious life.”60 Mannath concludes prophetically, “Each change, each apparent
death, is a new beginning.”61
5.2.2

The External Challenges

5.2.2.1 Hindu Religious Fundamentalism
India is a country characterized by its multi-religious, multi-cultural, and multilinguistic elements, as well as its philosophy of non-violence (ahimsa).62 According to the
2017 UN Census, the population of India was 1.21 billion (17% of the world’s
population). Hindus comprise 80.5%, Muslims 13.4%, Catholics 2.3 % (29,138,323
million), Sikhs 1.9%, others 1.8%, and unspecified 0.1%.63 Among the Hindu population,
a resurgence of vicious religious nationalism and fundamentalism known as Hindutva has
resulted in severe forms of discrimination against other religious traditions, notably
Christians and Muslims. Right-wing Hindu fundamentalist organizations such as the
60
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Rashtriya Swayamsevek Sangh (RSS), Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), Bhajrang Dal,
Shiva Sena, Hindu Jagran Manch, and the political party of the Bharatiya Janata (BJP),
among others, segregate the minority groups and divide people according to “race,
language, caste or religion.”64
Theologian and sociologist Jacob Peenikaparambil, explains that, “Hindutva
ideology is diametrically opposed to the values upheld by the Indian Constitution,
particularly secular democracy.” Its proponents aim to convert “India into a Hindu
Rashtra, a theocratic state based on the tenants of Hindu religion, where the minorities
will be treated as second class citizens, where there will be no freedom of the citizens to
profess, practice and propagate the religion of their choice.”65 Therefore,
“fundamentalism is enforcing narrow sectarian practices for strengthening religious
orthodoxy as well as achieving power, particularly political power. In order to
consolidate political power, extreme coercion involves violence.”66 The focus of the
Hindutva campaign is “Brahminic ideology,” which upholds the supremacy of the upper
castes. For this reason, the fundamentalist groups get the major support of the upper
castes in India.67 In its most virulent forms, Hindutva avows that “India is a land of one
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culture and one religion; and that is Hinduism. All the others must either adopt this
culture, or quit the land.” 68
Over the years, the minority groups have faced appalling forms of brutality: the
demolition of Babri Masjid in Ayodhya (1992); the burning and destroying of various
churches, notably in Gujarath and Orissa; the vandalization of Christian churches; the
murder of Christian priests and missionaries; and the rape of nuns, are some of the
manifestations of Hindutva’s organized “hate campaign.”69 Ironically, these “nationalists”
are singularly unconcerned about the corruption and bureaucracy which “eat up the very
sap of the nation,” though they consider conversion to Christianity to be a crime against
the culture of the nation.70
To respond to the problem of religious fundamentalism, consecrated people have
a responsibility to educate the young generation of India to discover the beauty and
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richness of their own religious traditions as well as to affirm the goodness and truth of
other religious traditions.71 Pluralism must be seen as a gift of God, and its promotion
“the only way for building peace and human solidarity.” The dream of India becoming an
authentically developed country will be actualized only when the nation “preserves its
pluralistic democracy.”72 Soares-Prabhu observes that in recent decades, the theology of
India has shifted its focus from the “conquering mission” of the past to issues of
“inculturation, interreligious dialogue, religious pluralism, ecumenical dialogue,
communal harmony and liberation of the oppressed groups.”73 Whether these approaches
will serve as antidotes to the hate campaigns of the fundamentalists remains to be seen.
Nevertheless, the present circumstances have “led many people belonging to all religions
to serious introspection.”74
5.2.2.2 Socio-Economic Incongruence
India has rich religious traditions, natural resources, and a unique cultural
diversity; however, the nation faces serious challenges with regard to socio-economic
incongruence. According to the UN report of 2014, India had one third of the world’s 1.2
billion poorest people. It had the highest under-five mortality rate in the world in 2012,
with 1.4 million children unable to celebrate their fifth birthday.75 In the present context
of India, 28.5% of the people live below the poverty line. This population includes the
71
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Tribals, Dalits, and farm workers of the villages who are mostly from the states of Bihar,
Jharkhand, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand.76
What is worse, despite the stark economic disparity, the Indian State seems to be working
more and more for the interests of the affluent.77 The poverty of India ostracizes the poor
socially, economically, morally and religiously through the caste system, which
“presupposes an essential inequality among human beings.”As such, the caste system
“stands in direct contradiction to the political value of equality of all before the law, on
which Indian democracy stands.”78 Soares-Prabhu calls the caste system a “social
catastrophe” because it divides Indian society, hinders economic growth, and causes
brutal exploitation of millions of people.79 Moreover, as unjust as the caste system is,
there are people who are not even included in these four groups. These are the
“untouchables”—the Dalits. Though the social evil of “untouchability” was banned on
November 26, 1949, it still exists in some parts of India. “Poverty, caste, and religiosity”
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in India are interrelated and their mutual influence affects the people socially,
economically, and ethically.
Within the Indian population, a very small minority enjoy economic and social
privileges. This is reflected in the fact that 70% of the country’s wealth is utilized by 10%
of the population. “What is alarming,” writes Soares-Prabhu, is that “the religious men
and women in India, their vow of poverty notwithstanding, come well within this
‘privileged’ category!”80As Mannath remarks,
Our settings offer us extraordinary financial security, with no worries about our
food or shelter, medicine or education, travel or clothing. This itself makes us a
privileged group compared to most human beings. In countries like India where
deprivation is widespread, the typical religious enjoys upper middle class living
standards and, as a rule, higher social status than most people.81
In this light, the words of Karl Rahner with regard to the relative wealth enjoyed by most
religious communities are fitting: “No one can be poor if he [she] belongs to a rich
community.”82 In his apostolic exhortation Evangelica Testificatio, Pope Paul VI appeals
to consecrated people to turn toward the poor:
You hear rising up, more pressing than ever, from their personal distress and
collective misery, “the cry of the poor”. . . In a world experiencing the full flood
of development, this persistence of poverty-stricken masses and individuals
constitutes a pressing call for “a conversion of minds and attitudes,” especially for
you who follow Christ more closely in this earthly condition of self-emptying.83
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The poor people of India desire to see the consecrated men and women poor like them so
that the consecrated may understand the struggles of the poor. This poses a challenge to
consecrated people to simplify their lives to witness Christ among the poor, to “dedicate
to God all our spiritual labors to grow in holiness, all our intellectual efforts to acquire
knowledge, all our work for evangelization, all our care to use things in the best possible
way, all our efforts to earn enough for ourselves and for our apostolate and all our efforts
to avoid waste, to preserve things and to handle them appropriately.”84 The consecrated
people have a mission to unite their efforts with those of Christ, and thus participate in
the redemptive work of God to continue God’s mission in this world to serve our
marginalized brothers and sisters.85
5.2.2.3 Discrimination against Women in the Society and the Church
Today, women in Indian society are awakening to a new consciousness of their
true identity. This collective awakening is occurring globally and locally, transcending
the boundaries of nation, race, color and creed. Women are becoming politicians,
engineers, professionals, activists and artists. Increasingly, women are leading
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and people’s movements. They are discovering
their strengths and power, and thus mounting a courageous challenge to the male
domination which exists in Indian society.86 This transformation, however, belongs
largely to the privileged and educated women of India. The status and power of women in
India varies depending on educational level, economic status, and religious tradition.
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The 28th Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India, which
gathered in Jamshedpur from February 13-January 20, 2008, explored the theme of the
“Empowerment of Women in the Church and Society.” The religious leaders examined
the social, economic, moral and religious status of women in India, especially those on
the periphery. Women who belong to the minority groups and the backward castes and
classes of Dalits and tribals, are victimized due to poverty, ill-health, lack of access to
education, and appropriate knowledge. In various parts of India, “female feticide,
infanticide, rape, molestation, kidnapping, abduction, battering, dowry deaths, murder,
trafficking for sex and slavery” are evident even today. Women are often forced to
migrate from their own lands and livelihoods to an insecure place where they are unable
to find resources for survival. Women “suffer systemic and structural violence that
enslaves them and dehumanizes them economically, socio-politically and religioculturally.”87
In a paper presented at the Plenary Assembly, theologian Inigo Joachim, the
former superior general of the congregation of St. Anne, Madhavram, asserted that the
94,000 consecrated women of India are a powerful force in the Indian Church. They
contribute immensely to the social transformation of society through their various
ministries such as “educational and health services, legal advice, community
development projects, communication media, inter-religious movements and other
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innovative ways of social and pastoral ministries to the needy and the marginalized in
every nook and corner of the remote areas and cities of our country.”88 Though they
contribute to the betterment of the social order as well as to the development of the
church, they nevertheless continue to face the challenges of discrimination in Indian
society. They are controlled under a “patriarchal and androcentric [mentality], with men
in the dominant role and women in a position of subservience.”89 The CBCI General
Assembly of 1992 stated, “With a sense of sorrow we must admit that the women feel
discriminated against, even in the Church.”90 As John Paul II writes in a letter to women:
Unfortunately, we are heirs to a history which has conditioned us to a remarkable
extent. In every time and place, this conditioning has been an obstacle to the
progress of women. Women's dignity has often been unacknowledged and their
prerogatives misrepresented; they have often been relegated to the margins of
society and even reduced to servitude. This has prevented women from truly
being themselves and it has resulted in a spiritual impoverishment of humanity.91
The situation of women in the Indian church is one of subordination, as expressed

concretely in the annual Indian Theological Association gathering held at Bangalore on
April 24-29, 2004:
As in other religions, patriarchal patterns—present in the hierarchical structures—
also exist in Christianity and subjugate women in the Church. The Church today
88
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is impoverished and incomplete because it follows only one mode of being
church, the patriarchal mode. Women encounter several restrictive barriers in
their efforts to be Church. The ordinances surrounding the ordained ministry in
the Church have excluded them from both mainstream Christianity and active
participation in the Church. Like other marginalized groups, women may be
consulted but their voice is conspicuously absent in decision-making. They are
invited to catechize but not permitted to proclaim the word—as ordained men
can—and thus share their unique God experience.92
The church must dare to ask the tough questions. How, for instance, does our fear of the
feminine face of God devalue God's beauty in women and girl children? In what ways
does this devaluation appear in our families, parishes, schools, congregations and
ecclesial structures? Pope Francis calls for “a more widespread and incisive female
presence” in the Church. Here the pope indicates the desirability of seeing “many women
involved in pastoral responsibilities, in the accompaniment of persons, families and
groups, as well as in theological reflection.”93 The Church in India will flourish only
when it recognizes the full potential of women’s contribution to the Church and society,
and the necessity of structural changes in the existing patriarchal systems.
5.2.2.4 The Ecological Crisis
India is a land of mountains, rivers, seas, valleys, forests, gardens and a unique
bio-diversity. From the earliest times, the people of India lived in harmony with nature
and with one another amidst great cultural and religious diversity, affirming the presence
of the divine in the natural world. Today, the people of India are losing this sense of the
sacredness of nature in the drive toward predatory development and economic profit.
Ironically, as Indian moral theologian Clement Campos observes, “India is a strange
92
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mixture of the old and the new, a land of contradictions, where the majority of its people
are expected each morning to beg pardon of the earth for stepping on it, while almost
blissfully, its rivers are fouled up and its environment polluted.”94
Jesuit theologian Samuel Rayan warns, “The earth system is being polluted and
destroyed through wasteful, profligate and predatory practices by modern profit-oriented
scientific-technological culture, be it industrial, agricultural, or communicational. The
earth’s standing, meaning, and history as the Home of Life are under threat of death.”95
The precise causes of ecological crisis are difficult to identify, as Kunnupuram asserts, as
it is a “complex phenomenon.” However, he posits that “greed and selfishness, both
individual and collective, as well as a utilitarian attitude to the cosmos [are] at the root of
this crisis.”96
In his encyclical Laudato Si, Pope Francis laments the abuse we have inflicted
upon the earth, our common home, though she is the mother who sustains us, and our
sister with whom we share our life:
This sister now cries out to us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our
irresponsible use and abuse of the goods with which God has endowed her. We
have come to see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her at
will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is also reflected in the
symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, in the water, in the air and in all forms
of life. This is why the earth herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the most
abandoned and maltreated of our poor; she “groans in travail” (Rom 8:22). We
have forgotten that we ourselves are dust of the earth (cf.Gen 2:7); our very
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bodies are made up of her elements, we breathe her air and we receive life and
refreshment from her waters.97
In India today, Pope Francis’s words ring especially true. India’s environmental crisis is
dire. The rapid growth in India’s population has put a severe strain on the earth’s
resources and fueled the quest for ever-greater development.98 Droughts, rapidly
decreasing water sources, and the absence of clean drinking water cause the people to
struggle for survival. As the industries grow and multiply, the quantity of water required
for their functioning leaves the people of the locality without water. The rapid drop in the
water table has precipitated a severe crisis: “Considering that 85% of rural drinking water
and 55% of urban water comes from underground sources, this seems to be a very urgent
problem as literally hundreds of millions people could be left without water.”99 India’s
large numbers of people rely for their livelihood on the rivers, which today are destroyed
by the chemicals, sewage, and other toxic waste from agricultural and industrial sites.
Furthermore, India’s cities suffer from inadequate disposal of solid waste and severe air
and noise pollution from the transportation systems. Deforestation, as well as soil
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pollution through the use of poisonous pesticides and fertilisers, greenhouse gas
emissions, and chemical pollution have ruined the land, oftentimes irrevocably.100
As Christian educators, consecrated men and women have a mission amidst the
ecological crisis of India to prophetically raise their voices against the grave injustices
perpetrated against mother earth and the poor, who disproportionately bear the weight of
the environmental crisis. Furthermore, they are called to conscientize the people through
motivational programmes and environmental awareness to become the stewards of God’s
creation. As Christian spiritual leaders, consecrated men and women have a mission to
guide the people of India by drawing lessons from scripture and the sacred texts of other
religious traditions, as well as the magisterial documents of the Church.
Campos calls for a multi-religious approach to the environmental crisis in India,
noting that in Laudato Si, Pope Francis cites a broad variety of sources, not only from his
own tradition, but from several episcopal conferences (notably from the southern
hemisphere), the Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew, Sufi mysticism, the Rio Declaration
on Environment and Development, and the Earth Charter. In Laudato Si, the pope
expresses his “wish to address every person living on this planet,” and to “to enter into
dialogue with all people about our common home.” 101 Emphasizing the intrinsic link
between the poor and the ecological crisis, the pope declares that “the majority of people
living on our planet profess to be believers. This should spur religions to dialogue among
themselves for the sake of protecting nature, defending the poor, and building networks
of respect and fraternity,” an endeavor which, as Campos notes, has long been underway
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in Asia.102 This dialogue can serve as a crucially important locus of collaboration among
people of all faiths in India and a shared ethical response to protect and care for our
Mother Earth.103 We turn now to consider how the prophetic-contemplative spirituality of
Thomas Merton may be brought to bear on the external and internal challenges to
consecrated life in India today.
5.3 THE RELEVANCE OF THOMAS MERTON’S SPIRITUALITY FOR THE
CONSECRATED LIFE IN INDIA
As a contemplative, Merton left a legacy which called people to be rooted in their
own religious traditions, while reaching out to others in openness and prophetic dialogue.
He was “well-grounded in his own Catholicism, and he felt he could share it without
being endangered. He also thought Buddhism was [more developed] in the practice of
meditation and that Catholics could learn something from that tradition.”104 His
contemplative-prophetic vision, deep spirituality, witness against injustice, and embrace
of interreligious dialogue and ecumenism, continue to “touch the hearts and lives of
women and men of our age.”105 It is time to consider how Merton’s legacy might become
a source of wisdom and guidance for the consecrated men and women of India, calling
them to new forms of contemplative spirituality and prophetic witness that reflect an
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accurate reading of the signs of the times. As biblical scholar Rekha Chennattu asserts,
“we need a spirituality that is rooted in our spiritual traditions, a spirituality that is
responsible for building up a more humane world, and a spirituality that is relevant for
the twenty-first century.”106
5.3.1 Re-Igniting the Spirit of Contemplation
Merton’s contemplation, which sprang from his deep rootedness in Christ and
union with God, is the foundation of his spirituality. He shared this experience not only
with fellow monastics and Christians, but also with the entire world. Drinking from the
wells of such contemplation, the consecrated men and women of India may be
strengthened to follow Christ more authentically amidst the contradictions and challenges
of a multi-religious, multi-lingual and multi-cultural nation. As Kaitholil expresses, the
people of India do not want the consecrated men and women to be “efficient
administrators or competent professionals,” but deeply spiritual men and women who
“walk the talk.”And he adds “without a committed pursuit of God in contemplation, all
kinds of good activities lose all purpose and relevance.”107
To experience authentic and fruitful contemplation, Indian consecrated people
must be prepared to engage the concrete realities of this world, particularly those of the
poor and marginalized, rather than retreating from them, and thus to see the world at
large sacramentally. Regarding the need for engagement with the world in the
contemplative life, Merton wrote,
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The contemplative is not just a person who sits under a tree with legs crossed, or
one who edifies himself with the answer to ultimate and spiritual problems. He is
one who seeks to know the meaning of life not only with his head but with his
whole being, by living it in depth and in purity, and thus uniting himself to the
very Source of Life . . . . The whole world and all the incidents of life tend to be
sacraments—signs of God, signs of God’s love working in the world.108
For Merton, therefore, contemplation is not an escape from the world and its
suffering. It is to become part of the world in order to reveal the hidden face of
Christ to suffering humanity. Rootedness in God therefore calls religious to a deeper
integration “with everything—with one’s body, with one’s emotions, with nature,
with others.” In this way, consecrated people “find God in all things and all things in
God.”109 Merton’s vision of contemplative life presents a summons to more
consecrated people of India to step outside their comfort zones into the peripheries.
5.3.1.1 Re-imagining the Union with Christ
In the context of Indian consecrated life, there is an urgent need to renew the
interior life and to seek deeper union with Christ. According to Chennattu, “the world
calls [religious] to develop a deeper spirituality, which liberates us from the slavery of
our occupation and preoccupations and enables us to be attuned to the voice that
transforms us constantly and makes us anew.”110 Such deeper forms of spirituality will
prepare the consecrated people of India to engage the pressing social needs of the hour.
With regard to certain trends among the religious of India today, Kaitholil comments,
In the world at large there is a new search for spirituality, a deep hunger for
interiority that will respond to the needs of the individual who is called to live in a
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more complex and conflict-ridden situation than before. This hunger is genuine
and sincere and is one of the signs of our times. The sign is a deep felt need for
something that would help individuals to cope with the situation in which they are
called to live.111
Merton’s incarnational vision could guide them in satisfying this hunger for
deeper forms of spirituality. He writes, “as Christ unites in His one Person the two
natures of God and of man, so too in making us His friends, He dwells in us, uniting us
intimately to Himself.” For Merton, this profound union with Christ is not a sentimental
relationship, but “a mutual consent of minds and wills.”112And this merging of one’s
being with Christ is “the mystical union in which Christ Himself becomes the source and
principle of divine life” within us.113 To grow in relationship with Christ through
contemplation, consecrated people need to let go of their internal blocks:
If we are only involved in our surface existence, in externals, and in the
trivial concerns of our ego, we are untrue to Him and to ourselves. To
reach a true awareness of Him as well as ourselves, we have to renounce
our selfish and limited self and enter into a whole new kind of existence,
discovering an inner center of motivation and love which makes us see
ourselves and everything else in an entirely new light.114
It is a call to awaken to “a new awareness of ourselves in Christ, created in Him,
redeemed by Him, to be transformed and glorified in and with Him.”115 This
transformation is akin, in Blake’s terms, to an opening of the “doors of perception,” in
which “all life takes on a completely new meaning; the real sense of our own existence,
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which is normally veiled and distorted by the routine distractions of an alienated life, is
now revealed in a central intuition.” This form of knowledge “sees everything
transfigured ‘in God,’ coming from God and working for God’s creative redemptive
love.”116
The hunger for deeper forms of spirituality in India today, as Kaitholil stresses,
“cannot be satisfied with traditional acts of piety and external liturgical practices, but
something that is deeper.”117 It is this deep spiritual union with Christ, in which all of life
is “transfigured in God,” that will satisfy this hunger in the lives of the consecrated
people of India. Consecrated life will undergo renewal when Indian religious rediscover a
rootedness in contemplation through silence, solitude, and prayer, expressions which are
part of the rich spiritual and cultural heritage of India.118 Similarly, Chennattu urges the
consecrated people, “to spend quality time with oneself in the presence of God to hold the
different aspects of consecrated life together.” The consecrated people of India today
are being called out of piety and ritualism into deep communion and
communication with God, which results in a vibrant spirituality that is nurtured by
116
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the experience of the Paschal mystery in our daily life, made relevant in constant
interaction with the challenges of present society and sustained by ongoing
renewal (metanoia) in our way of life.119
Such a spirituality, which is deeply grounded in the Christ of the incarnation and
immersed in the material realities of society, seeing in these realities sacraments of
“God’s love working in the world,” will impart new meaning and relevance to religious
life in India today. Thus rooted in the love of God, the consecrated people may become,
in Merton’s terms, “the strength of the world, because they are the tabernacles of God in
the world.”120
5.3.1.2 Rebuilding Communities of Love
Community life is one of the essential elements in the life of consecrated
people. It is in the community that the members grow into maturity and find their
true identities through giving and receiving love. A religious community which is
united in the Lord stays together and shares their God-experiences with one another.
Today, however, many communities are “rife with conflicts, misunderstanding and
mistrust,” writes Chennattu. When the members are not united with one another in
the Lord, the interests of the individuals will conflict with those of the community.121
Offering an approach to love that was practical and prophetic, Merton called
for the creation of new communities of love. His contemplative experience
encouraged him to see the presence of God in other members of the community,
which was expressed through mutual love and care. In No Man is an Island, he
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writes, “If I am to love my brother, I must somehow enter deep into the mystery of
God’s love for him . . .The truth I must love in my brother is God Himself, living in
him.”122 He emphasized that “Wherever there is human presence, we have to be
present to it. And wherever there is a person, there has to be personal
communication. There Christ can work. Where there is presence there is God.”123 He
believed that wherever human beings are respected, loved and cared for, God abides
among them.
To re-build communities of love, Merton invites consecrated people to love
in a manner reflected in the Gospel of John: “‘If you love me, you will keep my
word. And my Father will love you and we will come to you and make our home
with you.’ Now, what is ‘my word’? Christ’s word is: love one another.
Community.”124 Therefore he urges consecrated people to “Live in community, have
a community of love, let God dwell right here among you. God is experientially
present, and we are aware that God is with us. . . Praising God together, praising God
individually. Seeking God together, seeking God individually.”125 In order for
religious communities to be united, therefore, they need to pray and seek God
together, while immersing themselves in deep contemplation as individuals.
With regard to building religious communities in India, Kunnupuram
suggests that “Relationship to God is the basis of a religious community.
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Commitment to God in personal faith and a deep and joyful acceptance of one’s
vocation are important elements of one’s relationship with God.”126 Just as personal
prayer deepens one’s relationship with God, so does community prayer. Thus, a
religious community that prays together—not merely reciting prayers but sharing
God-experiences—stays together. Even if the members of the community live in
different places, “if they are united in spirit and bound together by the bond of love
and common vision, then it bears witness to an authentic and consecrated community
living—an alternative prophetic community.”127 Through this love, Christian
communities have a mission to make “God’s invisible presence visible in the
world.”128 Religious communities become authentic, according to Merton, when the
members are able to respect, give space to, and allow each other to act and speak out
in freedom.129 In a manner similar to Merton, Chennattu calls communal life in India
to assume this form: “We are being called out of individualism and personal
perfection into community living and sharing of our resources and talents. We are
called out of our secure and fixed community into an alternative prophetic
community bound by love and lived in common mission.”130
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5.3.1.3 Renewing the Vision of Vows
The ultimate purpose of the three vows in consecrated life is to liberate a person
to love and serve God and others unconditionally. Merton defines the religious profession
as “the act by which a Christian formally embraces the religious state, renouncing his
former way of life to follow Christ, uniting himself with a particular religious
community, and finally consecrating his life to God by public vows.”131 In committing
oneself to Christ through the vows, the consecrated person seeks to arrive at a “stable
state of perfection” by placing oneself under a “permanent threefold obligation.”132 Such
obligation aims to counter the “triple concupiscence” of the desire for riches, the passions
of the flesh, and the inordinate love of our own free will, by countering them with the
vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, respectively. At the same time, Merton notes
that the passions are given by God to help the human person to serve God. Therefore, the
purpose of the vows is not to extinguish the normal human passions and desires but “to
bring them under the guidance of the Holy Spirit so that we are able to love God with our
whole heart as well as with all our mind and all our strength.”133 Therefore the greatest
motive driving the vows is the “desire to give ourselves wholeheartedly to God.”134 Thus,
the vows enable consecrated men and women to grow in intimate relationship with the
person of Christ through the surrender of one’s whole being to God.
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Merton emphasized that the following of Christ entails participation in his life. In
sharing his life, we live in this world as he lived: in poverty, obedience, obscurity, labor,
and self-sacrifice. This union makes the vowed life fruitful and dynamic.135 Furthermore,
the imitation of Christ has profound implications for communal life in that the religious
community is a society of love, bound by the charity of Christ. In this union, the members
seek to help one another attain eternal life in Christ and share in the supernatural goods
and benefits given by the Holy Spirit.136 Merton held that if the vowed life does not help
consecrated men and women to “live in sincere fraternal union,” the vows are not
fulfilling their purpose.137
Chennattu asserts that the purpose of the vows in consecrated life is to build “right
relationship with God, with fellow human beings and with the entire universe.” They are
“ultimately the manifestation of our profound openness to God, of our liberating love for
our fellow human beings, and of our radical freedom in using material wealth.”
Therefore, through the vow of obedience, one makes a wholehearted commitment to the
person of Christ and to his mission. Chastity takes on new significance as the capacity to
love others with a liberated mind and to work for the well being of all people. The vow of
poverty signifies the inner freedom to let go of attachments to material wealth in the
midst of a consumeristic society, and to be more dependent on God and others.138 Like
Merton and Chennattu, Soares-Prabhu underscores the significance of the communal
dimension of the vows, stressing the positive rather than the merely restrictive elements:
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Religious poverty is not just an individual’s renunciation of possessions
but the sharing that creates a community of sharing. Celibacy is not just
the individual renunciation of marriage and family, but the unrestricted
love which fashions a community capable of loving. Obedience is not just
the renunciation of one’s self-will, but the commitment to God’s will that
enables a community to make common cause for the Kingdom.139
The mission of the consecrated people of India today through the vowed life is to
grow as loving, sharing, and caring persons in their communities and to bear
witness to Jesus as contemplative-prophets. For Merton, the lifelong commitment
one makes on the day of profession must be carried out effectively by giving
one’s entire life to God and others.140
5.3.2 RENEWING THE STIMULATION OF PROPHETIC ACTIONS
Merton’s prophetic vision was the result of his “quest for the Divine and his
intense life of contemplation and solitude.” He believed that the “one who practices
contemplation, engages in the social action that flows from it.”141 Precisely as a cloistered
monk, he contributed greatly to public life in America, to the social mission of the
universal church, and to worldwide efforts at peacemaking. Today, Merton’s
contemplative-prophetic spirituality holds the potential to motivate the consecrated
people of India to read critically and respond effectively to the signs of the times through
prophetic witness and transformative action.
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5.3.2.1 Renewal in the Indian Church
Merton’s genuine love and concern for renewal in consecrated life is clearly seen
in his prophetic approach to monastic life and apostolic religious orders. This is reflected
in a series of conferences on monastic renewal he gave to novices and members of the
monastery in 1963 and 1965.142 Patrick O’Connell comments, “Responding to the call of
the Second Vatican Council for religious orders to recover the charisms of their founders,
Merton repeatedly calls for a genuine renewal and recovery of an authentic monastic
spirit rather than merely a reform of structures and observances.”143
Merton asserted that in order for true renewal to take place, religious orders must
be ready to risk their security as they raise prophetic voices against the “triumphalism,
bureaucracy, and inertia” of ecclesial and monastic structures.144 But risk their security
they must: “It may be the price of sacrificing our security, sacrificing the psychological
stability we have built on foundations that we do not dare to examine. We have to
examine those foundations even though it will mean unrest, even though it will mean loss
of peace, even though it will mean disturbance and anguish, even though it may mean the
radical shaking of structures.”145
In the renewal of the church, both internally and in its mission to the world,
religious have a singular role to play. In her reflections on the creative and prophetic
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dimensions of the church’s mission, Chennattu draws on German political theologian
Johannes Metz, who speaks of the “innovative and corrective function” of religious life.
Metz writes, “Against the dangerous accommodations and questionable compromises that
the Church as a large-scale institution can always incline to, they [religious] press for the
uncompromising nature of the Gospel.” 146
Merton’s stinging critique of static and ineffectual ecclesial and religious
structures calls the Church in India to awaken from its apathy, both with regard to its
rigid, centralized bureaucracy and the adequacy of its care for the poor and marginalized.
With regard to the church’s internal structures, Pathil asserts that “the Catholic Church is
still too much a centralized institution that all the major decisions are taken at the Centre
without sufficient participation, consultation, and communication. The principles of
collegiality and co-responsibility still remain merely at the theological level, and are not
yet translated into praxis.”147 In this configuration, the hierarchy still dominates and the
laity has virtually no role to play at the level of decision making. A “concern for unity
and uniformity” pre-empts the values of plurality and diversity, and “crushes originality,
creativity, and participation.”148 Regarding the option for the poor, though to a large
extent the church is involved in the life of the people (primarily in the form of charitable
works), it needs a deep conversion in order to take on and transform the suffering and
struggles of the millions of people who are crucified today, especially women, girl
children, and the lower castes and classes.149
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Moreover, Merton’s prophetic openness to ecumenism and dialogue with other
traditions, and his forward-looking vision of the church, could motivate the three
independent churches of India—the Syro-Malabar, Syro-Malankara, and the Latin rites—
to examine their mode of relationship with one another. Pathil remarks,
Communion in the Catholic Church implies that the different Individual Churches
have to share their heritage and values [with] each other with openness and learn
from each other and move towards a convergence. Identity of the Indian
Churches has to be continuously created and re-created in mutual relationship and
not in opposition. Identity consists not in clinging to the past, but moving forward
to the future in the power of the Spirit.150
These churches in India need to work in collaboration with one another to build bridges
of unity, peace and integrity through dialogue and reconciliation, among themselves and
with other religious faiths, and to challenge and transform the institutionalized,
centralized church structures in order to bear witness to Christ more effectively. In the
words of the 1986 statement of the Indian Theological Association (ITA) entitled “The
Church in India in Search of a New Identity,”
We dream of an Indian Church that is authentically local, autonomous and
participative, committed to the promotion of the Kingdom. Such a Church
will be a community of hope, guided by the Spirit, exercising its prophetic
function, fully convinced that it is in a pilgrim state, ever involved in
dialogue with people of other faiths and ideologies, and with a special
attention to the needs of the oppressed and marginalized.151
Indian society, which is dominated by Hindu fundamentalism and religious fanaticism,
may well be conscientized by the consecrated people through the spirit of contemplation,
dialogue, openness, respect, and reconciliation, to build a just society. In this society, all
the religions may live tolerantly with one another in the spirit of Merton, who was open
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to accepting, learning from, and respecting the uniqueness of each culture and religious
tradition.
5.3.2.2 Revitalizing Religious Formation
Religious formation in consecrated life requires constant renewal in order for
members to grow as integrated persons through contemplation and prophetic witness.
Filled with concern for the vitality of religious life, Merton sought to renew monastic
formation according to the directives of Vatican II. As a formator, Merton revitalized the
formation program in his Cistercian order. His vision for renewal is a rich resource for
the consecrated people of India to reform the formation programs for initial and ongoing
formation.
To lay a strong, integrative foundation for the formation process and enable the
members of the order to respond to the signs of the times, Merton emphasized the
theological, social, spiritual, and psychological dimensions of spiritual life, and a solid,
contemplative, mystical spirituality. In the words of Paul Dekar, Merton considered
Gethsemani “a school of charity in which monks are to prefer nothing to the love of Jesus
Christ. Monks learned love in living, not from books.”152 Merton encouraged the
members of the community to spend more time in retreats, in solitude, and in silence, as
he himself always sought to do. In these times of prayer, Merton “simply entered into the
presence of God and stayed quiet, letting the silence sink in. Sometimes, the only noise
was the sound of a tractor on the farm.”153 Today, in India, in order to revitalize the initial
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and ongoing formation of consecrated life, members need to spend focused time in
contemplation, prayer, silence, and solitude.
Merton realized that the young men entering the monastery were from a broken
society and thus deeply affected by consumerism, family conflict, alcoholism, and other
social evils. As a formator, Merton felt the need to support and understand these young
men in the manner of a “good spiritual father.”154 He emphasized in the formation process
the importance of self-identity and the search to discover one’s true self. He wrote, “My
task is only to be what I am, a man seeking God in silence and solitude, with deep respect
for the demands and realities of his own vocation, and fully aware that others too are
seeking the truth in their own way.”155 Merton believed that self-integration would lead
one to discover one’s true self in God.
Similarly, young men and women entering consecrated life in India carry with
them the complex social, economic, spiritual, cultural, and emotional problems of Indian
society. The formators are already making efforts to introduce integral formation
programs to their new members to help them face the challenges of the consecrated life
and to read the signs of the times. These programs include spiritual, intellectual, social,
communal, affective, and psychological dimensions, as well as attention to the mindbody connection. Though much is being done, formators need to focus more on the
contemplative-prophetic dimensions of religious life, as did Merton.
Merton accompanied those in formation according to the authentic monastic
spirit, which emphasized the human and transcendental values of “personal integrity,
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inner peace, authenticity, identity, inner depth, spiritual joy, the capacity to love, the
capacity to enjoy God’s creation.”156 He wrote,
Our first task is to be fully human and to enable the youth of our time to
find themselves and develop as men and sons of God. There is no need for
a community of religious robots without minds, without hearts, without
ideas and without faces. It is this mindless alienation that characterizes
“the world” and life in the world. Monastic spirituality today must be a
personalistic and Christian humanism that seeks and saves man’s intimate
truth, his personal identity, in order to consecrate it entirely to God.157
In the formation process, Merton emphasized the need to cultivate sensitivity,
compassion, and attention to the needs of others. He believed that the ultimate
purpose of formation is to enable members to grow in deep union with God. In its
essence, monastic formation is “not contemplation, not action, not works, not rest,
not this or that particular thing, but God in everything, God in anything, God in
His will, God in other men, God present in his own soul.”158
Living a God-centered life is the focus of the integral formation of the
consecrated people of India today. Genuine religious formation “empowers the
members to live their charism in radically new ways in the contemporary
context.”159 A sound formation program leads members of the various religious
orders to grow in openness and dialogue:
We are called to transcend the boundary of our individual institute or
congregation; we are called to deeper net-working among religious as well
as between religious and laity, and to collaborate with all people of good
will in other religious traditions (like Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, etc.,).
This net- working is an imperative today to create a civilization of
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freedom with responsibility, to build up a society of compassionate justice,
and thus realizing the reign of God here and now.160
Consecrated people need to cultivate openness, dialogue and collaboration with other
religious orders and people of other faith traditions, so that our religious formation
programs may be fully equipped to read the signs of the time in India today. In the
manner of Merton, those in religious life are called to grow in deeper silence, solitude,
and contemplative-prophetic spirituality. They are called to find the presence of God in
all things, to discover the true self, to read critically the signs of the times and to
become a voice for the voiceless in the current Indian society.161
5.3.2.3 Social Justice to Empower the Powerless
Though he was a cloistered monk, Merton sought to awaken the church from its
apathy, and with the help of other spiritual seekers and activists to work for peace and
social justice. He asserted that, “identification with the poor and alienated members of
society was the duty of monks and flowed quite naturally from living out the Gospel
message. Since monks are simply a community of believers who live the Gospel in a
certain radical way, he felt deeply that they should above all espouse movements of peace
and justice.”162
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Merton’s contribution as a prophet of social justice can encourage Indian
consecrated men and women to become more daring and prophetic in the church’s
mission. Consecrated people need “to renew the preferential option for the poor and the
marginalized and [their] zeal to establish justice.”163 Today, in India, this means “working
for systemic change, an approach to development based on the people’s rights, and for
sustainable development. We need to make the shift from developmental-and-charity
model approach to that of transformative model.”164
According to Kaitholil, the consecrated people of India are often afraid to risk
their lives and security for the sake of the people on the periphery; instead, “most of us
withdraw from the scene when we are faced with opposition from the powerful . . . Even
if there are individuals who are ready, as a rule they do not get the needed support and
encouragement from their institutes.”165 As the ultimate consequence of challenging and
disturbing the economic and political status quo, one might even lose his or her life. Rani
Maria, a Franciscan Clarist nun, was killed on February 25, 1995, as she worked for the
empowerment of the poor tribals who were exploited by the money lenders at Bijnor in
Udayanagar.166 Another religious, Valsa John Malamel, a member of the Sisters of
Charity of Jesus and Mary, fought for the rights of the tribal people who were displaced
by the mining mafia in Jharkhand State. She was brutally killed by 50 people who broke
into her house on the night of November 15, 2011.167 Similarly, today, the consecrated
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people of India are called to become courageous witnesses of Christ by standing in
solidarity with the poor and powerless, and working for the transformation of the
structures that oppress them.
5.3.2.4 Empowering Women’s Leadership in the Church
Women played a significant role in shaping Merton’s life. At various times, they
offered him “perspective, inspiration, counsel, support, concern, challenge, and
affection.”168 Though Merton’s writings are limited with regard to women, he did
encourage “women religious to interpret and implement the challenges of Vatican II,”
notably those set forth in the document Perfectae Caritatis (Decree on the Appropriate
Renewal of Religious Life), issued October 28, 1965.169 This document called for “a
continuous return to the sources of all Christian life and to the original inspiration behind
a given community,” and “an adjustment of the community to the changed conditions of
the times.”170 Merton encouraged religious women to be responsible for making their own
decisions concerning these changes.171 His interest in the spiritual growth of women
religious led Merton to organize a retreat for contemplative nuns at Gethsemani in 1967,
in which he emphasized the importance of women’s leadership in the Church and in the
society.
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Merton asserted that “women’s vocations demanded a new maturity within a
patriarchal system.” He encouraged them to be confident of their call, and to believe in
themselves and their convictions.172 He urged women religious to be independent and self
determined, and to “give courage to the creative and imaginative new members who need
a compassionate community.”173 Most importantly, he challenged contemplative nuns to
“rebel” against the “feminine mystique” imposed upon them by the male hierarchy, by
which women are both idealized and humiliated. By such a mystique, Merton indicates
an idealization of supposed special feminine qualities which are put up on a
pedestal and made much of. It’s also tied in with a cloistered, contemplative
mystique. The woman is said to be essentially such and such, like “passive” and
“mysterious.” But everybody is mysterious and sometimes passive. These things
are not specialties of women. To make a mystique out of things like this is
nonsense.174
This mystique serves as an instrument of women’s oppression. In order for women
religious to liberate themselves, they must reject this image—“this view that you can’t
make your own decisions because you are passive and mysterious and veiled and
different.”175 Against this mystique, Merton urged religious women to stand up for their
rights, for the “good of the Church,” 176 so that the church and society might benefit from
their leadership and prophetic witness.
Merton’s words can speak cogently to Indian women, both lay and religious, who
remain largely subordinate to men in the patriarchal society and the institutional church.
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Today, in India, consecrated women and men are called to work for gender equality in
the church and in the society. To address gender issues, men and women are called to
relate to one another in creative reflections, dialogue, reconciliation, and respect.177
Chennattu encourages consecrated women to work for “new models of Christian
leadership which are more participatory, creative, enabling and empowering.”178
The church in India needs to recognize the crucial importance of women’s
leadership roles, at all levels. As Joachim expresses, religious women should be
“included in the diocesan and local level Councils and in the decision making process.”179
Furthermore,
We have to popularize inclusive language in liturgy, in the prayer of the
Church, catechesis, homilies and should judiciously use more feminist and
liberative passages: Deborah, Judith, Naomi and other women from the
old and New Testament. It should be announced from the pulpit that
discrimination and violence against women is sinful. Parishes should
involve women in the ministry of the proclamation of the Good News.
Women should be included as co-workers and co-leaders by recognizing
their leadership competence and intellectual and creative potentialities.180
In the Indian church, the voices of women leaders need to reverberate in order to
build a participatory church. In order to empower women as leaders in the church,
Merton urged to change the masculine form of a hierarchical structure, “the whole
idea of priesthood has to be changed,” adding, “we need to develop a whole new
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style of worship in which there is no need for one hierarchical person to have a big
central place, a form of worship in which everyone is involved.”181
Today, the Indian church has a mission to build a participatory church so that
religious as well as lay women have the freedom to live as true children of God. For
Merton, only through the empowered leadership of women in the church and in the
society can gender justice be possible. As Chennattu asserts, today there is a need for
women to grow in “greater union with God, authenticity, freedom, commitment and
integration. It is up to us to imbibe the passion of the prophets and of Jesus in our
lives to become women on fire to meet the new challenges of the emerging
society.”182
5.3.2.5 Recreating an Ecological Consciousness
In the twenty-first century, India is disfigured by human selfishness, ecological
problems of pollution, poverty, overpopulation, and natural and human-made calamities.
The sacred land of India is groaning to be protected, respected and cared for in the
manner of the early saints and mystics, who lived in harmony with nature and therein
encountered God’s presence. As Chennattu comments, “ In the context of global
warming and environmental distress that bring anxiety over the future of our planet,
commitment to God’s mission includes reconciliation in the midst of violence and
divisions, establishment of justice and peace, and working for sustainable development
that protects and preserves our beloved planet for future generations.”183 Merton’s “keen
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awareness of nature and his growing sense of justice, are illustrated in his journals,
letters, and public writings.”184 His admiration and love for the natural world awakened in
him an emerging ecological consciousness in the 1960s. In his journal, on December 11,
1962, he expressed the desire to read Rachel Carson’s explosive and groundbreaking
book, Silent Spring, with its revelations of the toxic effects of “indiscriminate pesticide
use on bird populations.”185 He expressed his concern for “both birds and people.” He
wrote: “we are in the world and part of it and we are destroying everything because we
are destroying ourselves, spiritually, morally and in every way. It is all part of the same
sickness, and it all hangs together.”186
Merton was one of the first writers to take Carson’s concern for the environment
seriously, and he responded with an affirming letter in which he expressed to her,
“though you are treating of just one aspect, and a rather detailed aspect, of our
technological civilization, you are, perhaps without altogether realizing, contributing a
most valuable and essential piece of evidence for the diagnosis of the ills of our
civilization.”187 Speaking from a strictly religious perspective, he writes, “man is at once
a part of nature and he transcends it. In maintaining this delicate balance, he must make
use of nature wisely, and understand his position, ultimately relating both himself and
visible nature to the invisible . . . to the Creator . . . to the source and exemplar of all
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beings and all life.”188 Tragically, “man has lost his ‘sight’ and is blundering around
aimlessly in the midst of the wonderful works of God. It is in thinking that he sees, in
gaining power and technical know-how, that he has lost his wisdom and his cosmic
perspective.”189
Merton notes that human beings have lost an integral approach to the self, and
consequently, they are unable to relate to the creation of God. In preparing for the future,
however, we must consider all of creation, bringing “the rest of the living along with us.”
He asserts that “we must not try to prepare the millennium by immolating our living
earth, by careless and stupid exploitation for short term commercial, military, or
technological ends which will be paid for by irreparable loss in living species and natural
resources.”190 Similar words are echoed by Pope Francis: “any harm done to the
environment . . . is harm done to humanity . . . because every creature, particularly a
living creature, has an intrinsic value, in its existence, its life, its beauty and its
interdependence with other creatures.”191 Every living being in this world is interrelated,
and if one is wounded the others are affected.
Merton grew in love for the natural world, particularly towards the end of his life.
In his prayer, Merton “found his being merging with the sacred and rhythmic dance of all
creation.”192 His contemplative prayer expresses his love for the creation of God:
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“Today, Father, this blue sky lauds you. The delicate green and orange flowers of the
tulip poplar tree praise you. The distant blue hills praise you, together with the sweetsmelling air that is full of brilliant light. . . I too, Father praise you, with all these my
brothers, and they give voice to my own heart and to my own silence.”193
Today, the consecrated men and women of India have a vital role to play in
conscientizing the people of India to redeem mother earth from the ravages of global
warming, rapid deforestation, atmospheric pollution, industrial poisoning of air and
water, toxic wastes, and lack of clean drinking water. Mother earth is groaning to be
liberated from “human selfishness, both individual and collective, as well as a utilitarian
attitude to the cosmos.”194 The consecrated people are called to make a difference in
renewing the face of the earth, to foster a sacramental vision of the beautiful web of life
that sustains us all. May the words of Merton ring in the hearts of the consecrated people
of India, to believe that God has created the world “as a temple, a paradise, into which
God Himself would descend to dwell familiarly with the spirits He had placed there to
tend it for Him.”195
CONCLUSION
Thomas Merton faced resolutely the challenges of his own time. His
contemplative-prophetic spirituality can encourage the consecrated men and women of
India today to become mystical prophets and peacemakers, to reach out to broken
humanity and to mother earth with love and compassion, and to struggle against the
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forces of injustice and oppression in Indian society. As the disciples of Jesus, the
consecrated people are called to be instruments of love, dialogue, peace, justice, and
reconciliation. Merton invites the consecrated people of today to cultivate the
contemplative dimension amid the whirlwind of many urgent and pressing
responsibilities and challenges, to become prophets who are willing to go out to the
peripheries to reveal the compassionate face of Jesus. In the spirit of Merton, may these
dimensions of prophetic mysticism, which are the genuine gifts of the Holy Spirit,
nurture a transformative vision for the consecrated life in India.

238

GENERAL CONCLUSION
In this project, I have explored the contemplative-prophetic spirituality of Thomas
Merton and its relevance for the consecrated life in India. I have argued that although
consecrated life is a vital presence in Indian society, consecrated men and women of
today often experience challenges of relevance and identity in their vocations. These
concerns have their basis in the fundamental need for a renewal of religious life itself,
one which embraces a Christ-centered spirituality and nurtures the prophetic charism that
marks apostolic religious life.
Merton sought a deep union with God in contemplation that is inextricably bound
to a prophetic mission. As a mystic and visionary, Merton contributed greatly to public
life in America, to the universal church, and the world at large through his contemplative
experiences, his commitment to peace and non-violence, and his incisive writings. In the
words of John Dear, Merton’s message was at once “deeply spiritual” and “profoundly
political.”891 Given that Indian religious life upholds the values of contemplation,
prophecy, and community, I have therefore sought to demonstrate the deep affinity
between the ideals of Indian consecrated life and Thomas Merton’s contemplativeprophetic spirituality.
In the midst of a society enamored of status, power, and temporary pleasure, the
consecrated people of India are called to a spirituality rooted in the prophetic and
mystical dimensions of Jesus. As a monastic, Merton confronted the contradictions and
social evils of his time. He thus challenges the consecrated men and women of India to
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deepen their spirituality as contemplative prophets and to reach out to those on the
peripheries with love and compassion. This calls not only for works of charity, but for the
prophetic denunciation of the structures of injustice in Indian society. Consecrated people
are called to remain alert and to embrace a “mysticism of open eyes” (in the words of
Johannes Metz), to stand in solidarity with the defenseless against those who oppress
them, and to critically read the signs of the times in order to determine the causes of their
suffering.
For Merton, contemplation is not an escape from the world and its suffering. It is
to become part of the world in order to reveal the hidden face of Christ to suffering
humanity. Merton’s vision of contemplative life summons the consecrated people of
India to step outside their comfort zones into the peripheries.
Merton’s concern for a genuine renewal of religious life based in the reforms of
Vatican II sounds a call to the religious congregations and the institutional church in
India. He asserted that for true renewal to take place, religious orders must be ready to
risk raising prophetic voices against the “triumphalism, bureaucracy, and inertia” of
ecclesial and religious structures and to examine the adequacy of their care for the poor
and marginalized.892
Addressing the challenges and status of consecrated life in India today, Jessy
Merlyn emphasizes that “the religious are called to rediscover the prophetic and mystical
dimension and creative fidelity to their vocation,” and to retrieve “their original charism
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without identifying too much with institutions and organizations.”893 The Spirit is calling
the followers of Jesus to become prophetic mystics in the context of India today, to bring
Jesus back into their personal lives, homes, communities, institutions, churches, society,
country, and the world through their deep faith, hope, love and compassion.894
I have proposed that Merton’s prophetic-contemplative spirituality might
become a source of wisdom and guidance for the consecrated men and women of
India, calling them to new forms of contemplative spirituality and prophetic witness
that reflect an accurate reading of the signs of the times. Through the study of the
spirituality of Thomas Merton, the consecrated people, notably the Ursulines of
Mary Immaculate, may draw inspiration to become God’s voice to the people, to
denounce the injustices of society.
The Ursulines are called to live in deep union with Christ Crucified in the
manner of our foundress, Blessed Brigida Morello, for whom “the whole history of
the consecrated life can be considered a living expression of Jesus’ words: ‘as you
did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me.’”895 In the words of
the congregation’s new document, “Charism, Spirituality, and Identity of the
Ursulines of Mary Immaculate,” Blessed Brigida’s “love for solitude served to be a
source from which flowed the invitation to an active apostolic life: ‘Go out and care
for souls.’ Her deep spiritual insight from [this] vision helped her to realize that her
893
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original desire for the contemplative life was perfectly compatible with the active
ministry “to give glory to God.”896
Nourished by a deep contemplative life, we are called, therefore, according to
our charism, “to become relevant to the ‘signs of the times,’”897 listening to the voice
of God and entering into the life of the people, raising our voices against the evils of
society. We need to become a voice for the voiceless in new ways by standing for
justice and truth, and by supporting the broken and wounded on the margins,
particularly women and children, and our grieving Mother Earth. In the words of our
present superior general, Elvira Mattappally, we Ursulines are called to “live our
Charism, Spirituality and Identity [by] taking a realistic look at the new situations in
which our consecrated life is called to challenge and incarnate itself and become
more and relevant for the world of today.”898
Today, we need to be prompt in welcoming the homeless, the refugees, and
the downtrodden of our society. As Ursulines, we are challenged to leave behind our
security, comfort-seeking mindset, fear of criticism, and lack of inner strength and
courage to withstand conflict, and place great trust in God. In intimate relationship
with Christ Crucified, we need to be in touch with our inner selves, and experience
true freedom to serve God’s crucified people. Like Merton, the Ursulines need to
spend focused time with the Lord in contemplation amidst our pressing
responsibilities of the mission.
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Today, the charism of the Ursulines calls us “to renew our vision and
mission of a Christ-centered spirituality, to love with the crucified, love those whom
[we] encounter and serve in the suffering members of the society.”899 For this form
of spirituality, we must, like Merton, be willing to be rooted in the reality of our
time and place, to keep our eyes open to the injustice and idolatry around us, and to
be willing to speak the word of God that calls people to justice and right relationship
with God and neighbor. From Merton’s example, we learn that God does not call
only those who have purged themselves from all weaknesses and who have achieved
a high degree of perfection. God does not extend God’s call only to the brave, to
those who never have doubts or problems; rather, God entrusts God’s message to
people who struggle as Merton did.
Thomas Merton and Blessed Brigida call us to a “mysticism of open eyes,” obliging
us not to run away from the painful realities of our people but to become deeply
immersed in their suffering. As followers of Jesus, we are not called to live as islands; we
have a mission to bring the crucified people down from the cross. In the spirit of Merton
and Blessed Brigida, may the fruits of contemplative-prophetic mysticism, which are the
gifts of the Holy Spirit, become a transformative paradigm for the Church in India today
as we struggle against the forces of injustice and oppression in Indian society, and, as
disciples of Jesus, strive to become instruments of love, dialogue, peace, justice, and
reconciliation.
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